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Editor’s Note
The media has connected us to a vast, beautiful and
appalling world— at the same time, it has given us too
many things to worry about, to feel thrilled about or
even to dare care about. Typically, it’s hard to get out of
the house each morning, let alone accomplish great
feats. Well, at least we have a house, we think in a
global world. It’s a ll relative. Or think relatives, which
brings to mind the well-known joke: “If it isn’t one
thing, it’s your mother.” We have blood relations and
soulmates who, comfortably or not, inhabit us. We are
not alone.
Things recently on my own mind: 1) The
possibility of the greatest moment of my feminist
lifetime: a woman President. 2) Some jerk who buried a
Red Sox uniform shirt in the foundation of the under
construction new Yankee Stadium to curse us; of course,
the N Y Y brass had the concrete jack-hammered till the
offending item was dug up and mailed back to Boston.
3) The Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland (the
world’s largest particle accelerator, built over several
years), due to be turned on (verb?) this summer, in
hopes of reproducing the matter (noun?) that was
created by the Big Bang; miniscule chance of a black
hole swallowing the Earth and perhaps the Universe.
Can the mind prioritize?
The late and beloved poet Jane Cooper, at the
death of her mother, said, “She was the last one who
remembered me as a child.” Love is not relative.
Neither
is
morality.
Neither
is
the
self.

LINSEY ABRAMS
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Introduction
It’s A ll Relative is relative, not in a vacuum, but as
comparison. It is not simply being a relative of another,
by blood or choice, but as one thing is related to
another. Where are we in that space and time? W ith
this in mind, historical references are relevant to this
theme.
Sixty-three years ago, World W ar II ended. And
now, Greta Herensztat’s memoir, Megeve, tells us her
memories of being a hidden child trying to survive
during the Holocaust. And today, we are in year five of
the Iraq war, seven years since 9/11. Other wars, at
home and abroad have continued to be fought
throughout our time. Castro’s Cuba is forty-eight years
old. And in this issue, Edwin Rivera illustrates a hate
crime street fight against a Cuban boy that goes terribly
wrong, as all hate crimes do. But within that story, he
tells of the incredible loyalty between a brother and
sister, which makes the outcome all the more
excruciating.
There are the global wars and then there are the
personal wars. This year is another historic milestone. In
1920, women received the right to vote in the United
States, yet in 2008, we see a woman’s first viable run for
the Presidency. In 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. was
assassinated, and now, in 2008, we see a black man’s
first viable run for the Presidency. Both these candidates
hope to heal a divided nation and a divided world.
In the 104 year history of the Nobel Prize, Doris
Lessing was, in 2007, only the twelfth woman to be
awarded the prize for literature. In her acceptance
speech, she spoke of the differences across the borders of
1 ***
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poverty and wealth, ignorance and education. She went
on to say, “We are in a fragmenting culture, where our
certainties of even a few decades ago are questioned and
where it is common for young men and women who
have had years of education, to know nothing of the
world, to have read nothing, knowing only some
specialty or other.” She spoke of books never written,
writers who could not make it because the publishers
are not there. Voices unheard.
The voices within these pages talk poignantly and
heartbreakingly about what is relative and relevant in
their lives. Luann Jacobs renders a long-fought battle
between a girl and her father, trying desperately to save
her spirit. Seamus Scanlon tells a story of a son and his
dying mother, and the care and attention that must be
given to what has gone before. Nicole Melanson shows
us the way to re-interpret the father-daughter dance in
touching and elegant fashion.
There is much in this issue that speaks of our
differences, yet with a human and compassionate heart
that can bind us all together. It’s A ll Relative takes a
closer look at what is relative within the borders of our
private lives and those unheard voices.

ROBIN

Vlll

BLAIR

AND

EDITH

CHEVAT

Ten Things A Lipstick
Feminist Could Do As
President
by Anne Babson

1) Introduce a federal law into congress that would
mandate that all domestic violence perpetrators be given
sentences comparable to those convicted of attempted
murder. Orders of protection against abusive spouses
would be enforced by trigger-happy Blackhawk private
contractors.
2) Make tampons tax deductible, like a monthly business
expense.
3) A two-part healthcare plan:
a. require all health insurance companies to offer
family insurance to those with domestic
partnerships on the same footing as those labeled
married, and
b. make sure every American has health insurance
even if she is Sex and the City single.
4) Her Multifaceted Middle East Policy
a. First, visit Iran, Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, The
Sudan, and the Arab Emirates as the head of state
in a short skirt, heels, and head uncovered,
preferably with recently foiled highlights. She'd
be sure to drive her own car in Saudi Arabia, too.

BABSON
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COULD

D O AS

PRESIDENT

b. Then, co-opt under the principal of eminent
domain all profits of the Halliburton Corporation
for every day the United States has occupied Iraq
and given them access to what were once stateowned oil fields. That should actually make the
time we were there almost profitable, but she
would anticipate that there would suddenly be a
Republican surge in congress of antiwar
sentiment.
c. Lastly, as our troops exit Afghanistan and Iraq,
she would offer all women political asylum.
5) Introduce more healthcare initiatives:
a. Make it a requirement for all federally funded
healthcare programs to offer women a full
spectrum of family planning options, including
abortion.
b. Tell the FDA to finally, finally legalize it.
6) If a visiting male ambassador seems too patronizing
towards her at a state dinner, openly flirt with his wife,
making it clear that she’s more powerful as leader of the
free world, than her husband will ever be. When saying
good night, let his Excellency know that his wife slipped
her a cell phone number.
7) Force top power brokers in Washington of both sexes to
take important meetings with her in a nail salon, the
way women now have to attend sporting events and even
strip clubs to enter the pathways to power. Nixon had
the kitchen debate —she’ll have the French tip strategic
alliance.
8) Her education policy — take all that money out of the
hands of the Pentagon in order to create first-rate
kindergartens and finally make those generals have that
bake sale to pay for bombs.
12 }
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9) Create a Ben and Jerry’s Law (not pertaining to that
company's ice cream — although that’s another idea — it
has to do with the corporate charter) — that the CEOs of
companies cannot earn more than 12 times what any
full-time employee earns. This law would apply to
overseas subcontractors as well, so they can pay someone
30 cents a day to make their sneakers, for instance, but
then their total take home pay cannot exceed $3.60 per
day. That way she and the rest of America can go shoe
shopping with a clear conscience.
10) When contemplating pushing the button, she would
mean something else altogether.

1 3 1

On Her Birthday
by Seamus Scanlon

I LEFT BELFAST AROUN D 2 AM.

Light traffic. I like driving at night . . . no school runs, no
rush hour, no old people stopped at junctions bewildered
by the lights and traffic, a black Opel Vectra, sailing
through the seas of the dark, pulling in the miles, the wind
buffeting the chassis, wipers streaming aside the heavy rain
from the windscreen into the surrounding dark edges, the
soothing hum of the tires against the wet asphalt, the
oncoming lights flooding the interior of the car, scanning
me, the machine to machine pull as they speed past me,
metal galleons, disappearing into the rain and darkness,
the taillights a fading splash of blood in my rearview
mirror, the vectors of sound and speed and direction
intersecting with the blurred dark contours of hedges and
stone walls and trees and occupied sleeping houses. The
disembodied reflection of the green and blue and amber
luminescent dials keeps pace outside with you, banking,
stopping, flying onward. Cold night air through a small
gap at the top of the driver’s window stings you, keeps you
alert, the whistling sound a lament.
Past Newry, squaddies prone against hedgerows and
stone walls, following you in their scopes, fingers stiff from
the rain and wind, high observation towers along the road
bathe you in shocking strobe lights, blinding you. Safe
1 4
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into the Irish Republic you breathe easier, through Ardee
and then the lush pasture land of Navan and Trim. Forts,
castles and monastic sites, woods, graveyards, school yards,
church steeples, grottos to the Virgin Mary, cattle lying in
wet grass, horses standing sentinel under elm trees.
Along narrow secondary roads to the main Dublin to
Galway road, the peat land cracking the macadam skin so
the car goes airborne for small stretches, a satisfying surge
through your belly, a satisfying humph when it lands and
skims onwards.
Onwards past Athlone, past a slippery junction where I
crashed years ago, skidding across black macadam greasy
with rain and leaves, smacking into a boulder, skittering
into a tributary road with a tree line of fir trees. Images
and memories of near death, written in a past notation I
now can’t decipher. The hieroglyphs of death etched on
me.
Past Ballinasloe, bandit country in the eighteenth
century, highway men astride black horses in the shelter
and cover of tall elm trees, a brace of pistols drawn and
waiting, bundled in black long coat and tricorn hat,
listening for the echo of high rimmed wheels against rough
roadway, breath from the horses’ nostrils smoking the air,
rushing out from cover to strike at mail cars, landlords,
visitors and magistrates or if no pickings that night easing
their mounts away from cover near dawn to try another
night.
On the car radio Sinead O ’Connor sings about Irish
summers
“I’ll remember it
And Dublin in a rainstorm
And sitting in the long grass in summer
Keeping warm
15 }
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I’ll remember it
Every restless night
We were so young then
We thought that everything
We could possibly do was right”
I remember everything. I never did too much right.
Until the end.
Near dawn I drove into Galway, in past the docks, the
heavy heft of straining diesel engines from Atlantic bound
trawlers reaching me, their cabin lights diffuse and
obscured by a low lying mist sweeping in off the ocean, the
smell of salt water soothing me. Out past Salthill, past
Claude Toft’s casino where I placed my first bet, out the
Prom, the hills of Clare obscured by the mist, rain-heavy
low lying black clouds out in the Bay promising showers,
swelling waves bursting on the defence wall of the Prom,
shattered fronds thrown up by the sea lying on the road
like dismembered children’s limbs. I swung back in past
the Crescent, home of doctors and architects, whose
sophisticated daughters in Taylor's H ill uniforms looked at
me in disdain once. Drove past Palmyra Avenue where the
teenage W illiam Joyce lived until the IRA waited for him
one dark evening in the shade of trees on St Mary’s Road to
shoot him. Drove past the Regional Hospital where once I
lay dying watching dusk fall but fought back. Fought back
from the dark, from the deep.
Drove over the Salmon Weir Bridge where I perched on
the slick worn granite of the parapet like one of the
gargoyles on the Pro Cathedral, waiting for the ocean
bound river to pull me down, fold me into its waves. One
of the Rattlesnakes didn’t wait. He jumped out, arms
outspread in an elegant arc. He shouted to his girlfriend
you’ll be sorry. But she wasn’t. Drove past the Men’s Club
where one of the Dodds attacked me, bested me, bated me,
{6}
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bruised me, black and blued me. Past the Cathedral, site of
the former jail.
Past Courthouse Square, up Hidden Valley.
Around Eyre Square now defiled forever where I lay
once on the long grass in the summer when life was easy,
when life eased off you at the end of the day, when the sun
would be there again tomorrow. Up Bohermore where the
Rattlesnakes chased us up Cemetery H ill, their taut lithe
bodies running us down, striking like Saracen cavalry from
concealed positions, silent behind us, cheetahs, laying us
down on the wet concrete with hard kisses from elbows,
knees, shaved heads, high black sheen boots, their skinhead
girlfriends watching us vacant, cool, austere, elegant,
smoking, waiting for their warriors to finish us. Those
were the days!
Near dawn I drove down our street. The house looked
the same.
I sat watching it for a long time before I went in. The
water in Lough Atalia reflected back the low clouds. I
could see Cemetery Cross from here. I flicked a cigarette
out the window. It spun like a rogue incendiary device
across the road, the light doused quickly by the wet
surface. I stepped out. All was quiet. All was calm. Except
inside me. Memories and emotions towered above me,
falling down on me, fetching me back to here.
Inside the house, the wallpaper was mottled with age,
the colors fading, leaching away now, the rooms quiet. The
piano in the front room stood in shadow, sheathed in a
cover of dust. On the mantelpiece were framed photos of
my mother and father on their wedding day, monochrome
prints, suits, no wedding dresses, both handsome, both
destroyed now.

17 1
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One dead, one failing. A photo of their honeymoon
morning hung on the wall, a smoking carriage of the
Dublin bound train. Another photo of us all in Eyre
Square, high summer day, me shading my eyes against the
glare of the sun off the concrete walkway, handsome
children with a cascade of suffering and pain coming for
them, children pure of spirit pitched into chambers that
would hide their magnificence behind the pallid screens of
normal behavior, deep in rooms of suffering they would
keep that ember of divinity alive.
The grass in the backyard was wild and high. It’s a
wonder the local tenants’ organization didn't have a
petition sent around. My grandmother used to be proud of
her garden, finessed from poor land in Renbrack, filled
with lilac bushes, and blackberries and apple trees,
daffodils and fuchsia.
It was bulldozed in the name of land reclamation. My
heart hurt when I saw it. My grandmother wept. My
mother bereft. It was a symbol, as well as a place, a symbol
of enterprise and spirit outstripping the notional value of
the land. I can still smell and see that garden. It will never
be lost to me. My mother is lost to me.
Today it’s her birthday.
I pulled the door behind me and drove out to Athenry
to the nursing home. It was still early morning. The mist
clung to the long uncut grass of the surrounding fields as I
sped up the driveway. The sun outlined the webs of dew
created in the night. I was singing House of Pain because
that’s where she was. Early onset dementia . . . EOD.
I saw it ravaging her once lustrous intelligence.
I saw her wash her hands in the toilet bowl.
I heard her crying at night.
I felt her heart beating in panic.
{ 8 |
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I listened at the foot of the stairs while she murmured
her prayers in Irish.
I listened to her talks of inconsequential matters.
I fed her every day.
I washed her every day.
I listened for her every day.
I missed her every day.
I grieved every day.
Every day a little more.
I got out of the car. I flicked another butt across the
driveway.
Bad habit'. I picked it up and put it in my pocket. One
of the patients m ight pluck it from the grass and swallow
it.
I saw her at the glass door watching the long grass in
the meadow.
She waved.
She waved at everyone.
I did one of my funny walks . . . like a one-eyed
Groucho Marx.
She laughed.
I reached the door and pushed my face up against the
glass.
The other occupants moved back in alarm.
Since I had an archipelago of wounds and stitches from
my eye to my ear it was not surprising. I didn’t look the
best. A ricocheting baton round in the Falls hit the gable
end of a house and struck me. Crowd control allegedly.
That pint of milk I was carrying home for the tea was
obviously suspect.
Forty stitches it took but I kept the eye. Barely. It was
bruised and bloodshot and pinched closed by the deep
bruised black red tissues.

1 9 t
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Ma pressed her face up against mine on the opposite side
of the glass, she didn't seem to mind.
She had the faraway look of the EOD.
I rang the bell and the nurse appeared.
She kinda jumped herself when she saw my distorted
face.
Let’s face it . . . I was a bit off putting.
She opened it and said hello.
“You are here to take May out for her birthday?”
“N o we are going to the prom .”
She didn’t laugh.
She looked at me.
I looked back with what I had.
“O K May, have a nice day out.”
She gave her a hug and held her hand as she passed her
over.
They treated her well . . . I broke in one night to check
up. I know they liked her. She still thought she was a
nurse and helped make beds. She did the ward round with
the matron every morning as if she was in her training days
again in nursing school in England.
Ma touched my puckered scar tissue around my eye
socket with a professional look. It was the only tenderness I
got these days. She was the only person who didn't hesitate
when they saw the creased skin and suture marks threading
their way from my ear to my eye.
“W hat happened Paddy?”
Paddy was her brother. Long gone. Long a favorite.
“Nothing Ma . . . it’s fine.”
“You should mind your eyes . . . try Optrex.”
“O K M a.”
I linked her to the car. I looked back and waved at the
other patients.
{ io }
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Some waved and some frowned and some stared like
malevolent watch dogs.
She tried to sit in the driver's seat.
I had to persuade her to go in the passenger side.
I had to buckle her up since she lost this ability years
ago. I turned on Morning Ireland for her and for me. I
talked to her.
“Hi Ma, it’s me Seamus.”
“Hello Seamus.”
“Do you remember me M a?”
“Well Paddy.”
She forgets my name . . . her first born and favorite.
She forgets she was married for 40 years.
She forgets the house where she lived.
She forgets Aran and being pitched in a Curragh by
choppy seas.
She forgets Foxford and Meelick and Callow Lake.
She forgets Winnie Battle dying.
She forgets McGanns where she left her bicycle under
high bushes.
She forgets Callow School and walking barefoot on
summer days.
She forgets pulling a boiling pot of water on top of
herself.
She forgets the scars that puckered and deformed the
skin of her back and stomach.
She forgets working on open T B wards in Dublin.
She forgets cycling as the wind from the Atlantic blew
cold hard rain into her face.
She forgets her grandchildren, Emma, Marie, Tom and
Eve.
She forgets her sister Bernie Goggins who died.
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She forgets her youngest brother Jack McGowan who
died.
She forgets her sister Anne McGowan who died.
She forgets all her brothers and sisters.
“You look good M a.”
“I do.”
W e flew down the driveway so I wouldn't have to think
too much.
We were going to Foxford where she grew up . . . at
tight bends she squirmed and protested . . . slow down for
Jaysus’ sake . . . I said I would blindfold her . . . she
laughed . . .she could get jokes which was strange but
that’s all she got . . . she fingered my ugly scar tissue
again.
“What happened Paddy?”
“It’s nothing M a.”
“You should mind your eyes.”
“Should I try Optrex?”
“Yes, Optrex is very good.”
We drove through Tuam and took the road to
Claremorris. The sun was warm after the night’s rain. The
perfume from the hedgerows and fields intensified as the
sun grew in strength as the morning passed. I stopped for
an ice cream after fifty miles . . . she did pretty well but I
had to intervene at times to make sure it didn’t dribble
down her dress, not to mention the beautiful upholstery of
the Opel Vectra.
When we got to Callow Lake . . .
the August sun was soothing and warm, not scorching
like a New York August. Dogs barked in far away farms in
Renbrack, cars on the distant road were like a mantra. The
lake surface was dark blue, like my one good eye, the wind
coming over Cullneachtain smelt of heather and cut grass
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and turf smoke. The wind produced ripples on the lake
surface. We went arm in arm down to the landing.
She put her feet in the water . . . I just got her shoes off
in time.
Teenagers with lithe tanned bodies jumped from a rocky
outcrop.
She sat there contented looking across the surface as she
did as a child.
Do you remember it? I asked her.
“I remember being happy.”
I looked away in case she saw me . . . I could still cry
from both tear ducts . . . how is that fair?
W e stayed all day . . . eating food I brought and
walking around the lake. She even lay on an outcrop of
rock and slept for a while in the sun. It smoothed her
worry frowns away.
Near sunset we had tea.
She said “I ’m tired Paddy, can I go home now?”
“Soon M a.”
She laid her head on my lap.
I stroked her forehead. Her wild Irish hair felt like the
rough fragrant gorse bushes all around us.
When her breathing slowed into a steady rhythm I
carried her in my arms down to the car.
Callow Lake was still as the August sun slipped over the
hills of Cullneachtain.
[Lyrics from Troy by Sinead O ’Connor reproduced with
permission. Special thanks also to the Irish Arts Council,
Dublin and Dean Fred Reynolds, City College of New
York.]
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The Father-Daughter Brownie
Dance
excerpted from The Accident

by Nicole Melanson

STILL M ESM ER IZED BY T H IS RO U T IN E EVEN T H O U G H YOU

have it memorized, you too could open the drawers and
jewelry boxes when she’s gone and apply color and scent in
all the right places, and sometimes you do. But tonight is
the first night that you really notice your mother standing
there in her white cotton underwear, a modest line of lace
scalloping her breasts. You are young enough not to study
her body with fear, assessing your inheritance. You are
even young enough to still believe that your mother is the
most beautiful woman in the world. When she asks you
which dress she should wear, this choice matters more to
you than what you will wear yourself. You look at your
mother in her white cotton underwear and want to dress
her like a superhero. “The R ed,” you say, liking the way
the fabric falls over her hips and shimmies when she
dances. Kingdom s have been given away for less. But
mostly you like this dress because it means your mother
will wear her highest heels. You have listened to her
clicking down the stairs many nights as you lay in bed,
your babysitter stumbling through a story. You have been
insane with jealousy over those heels taking your mother
away and now you want her to put them on and wear them
just for you. You want perfume on her throat, chandeliers
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in her ears, her hair fresh out of curlers. When she turns to
attack your tangles, you grit your teeth without complaint,
knowing that this is what’s important: each of you
designing the other, making yourselves into something
strong enough to answer for the absence of a man.
The gymnasium is decorated in pink and your mother in
her red dress clashes, but this is not why all the men look
up and stare. You think: No man w ill ever look at me that
way. When the men turn back to their daughters, you
think: No man w ill ever look at me that way either. This time
it is true. Ten years from now, you will graduate with your
mother and her boyfriend watching, and after the
ceremony, the boyfriend will yell at you for eating an ice
cream meant for his dog. Nearly a decade later, you will
walk down an aisle in a white dress with your tall brother
leading you forward, but it will not be the same as what
rises before you now: a sea of girls growing out of
mushroom-colored jumpers, with men who love them all
the more for sharing such an awkward rite of passage. Only
then do you see your mother for what she is: a thin, white
woman, slightly tired, wearing one fantastic costume. But
she is brave, and will be braver still, for you. And men or
no men, you will be your mother’s daughter. You will grab
her hand, lead her to the middle of the floor, and dance.

{
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Parallel Realities
by Kaye McDonough

Cool October, early a.m., losing myself
in what I think is Greenwich Village — possibly Soho
I come upon a cafe misnamed “Twelve Chairs.”
In fact, it has thirty. Deep and narrow,
exposed to the street by one window, one door,
it looks like a painting of a European cafe.
Inside, a mirror hung on one exposed-brick wall
reflects figures of real passersby —
a man in a hat inspecting a parking meter,
a woman rushing past carrying a briefcase —
creating the illusion of an animated painting
that I can study as I drink my coffee.
A small photographic exhibit on another wall
includes a portrait of an African-American man,
his head only, shown in three-quarter view,
his single photographed eye, watchful.
A real African-American man,
full-size, wearing an overcoat,
sits on one of the thirty chairs
talking with his friend who sits on another.
They are painters, not picture painters,
as you might expect, but house painters.
He has a fear, he tells his friend,
of falling from his catwalk.
I eat my eggs while jotting down
a thought or two:
Life is a dream.
This poem is not a pipe.

The Way She Sees It
by Laurie Ann Guerrero

She must hold shut her head
when she jumps off the dining table, a crown
of brown between pink hands. Before she leaps,
she predicts that if her head breaks open
her ideas will spill out.
Girls are better than boys.
And not to be outdone by one, she decides
that her baby doll will have three mommies
if Charlie from school can have two.
Ever heard of that, mama ?
Freedom lives in the ocean where concrete
and boys don’t exist, where she would be
a white-tip shark, all teeth and gill—
a swimming queen, no need to hold
her head or her breath.
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Jesus and the Cats
by Susan Haskins
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Butter
by Peggy Garrison
Better butter—
a smile that only a mother
could melt,
better badder— I left “Last Tango”
before the butter scene—
buttered up on a roll,
buttered down on a pole,
butter salty,
butter bland,
battered and batty—
on her visits to New York
Mom always called the Cookery
the Buttery— love slipping
through our fingers— pat o’
butter, crock o’Dad—
the fatter my father
the sadder the matter.

Megeve
by Greta Herensztat

I REM EM BER T H E DAY WE ARRIVED IN M EGEVE, A PRETTY

little town in Haute Savoie in the middle of the Alps, near
the Swiss border. Sometimes I close my eyes and faded
pictures like an old movie start to unravel in my mind. We
had been traveling for days with my mother, on foot or on
the trains and buses, running away from Paris after my
father was taken away by two Frenchmen in dark trench
coats and sent to Drancy, a holding camp located a few
kilometers from Paris. All those interned there were sent
to Auschwitz later.
My brother, Bernard, had been picked up in the streets
and sent to a labor camp. He was young and strong. He
could work. I was told later that my mother and my
brother had set up a “rendezvous” in Megeve with my
uncle, my mother’s brother. Apparently the family was
trying to escape to Swizerland and my uncle had made
some connections with the people passing Jew s over the
Swiss border for a fee. My uncle thought that he could
manage to get into Switzerland and take us with him. He
was supposed to have arranged everything, and if my
brother could escape from the working camp, he would
join us in the town of Megeve and from there travel to
Chamonix which was a short distance and very close to the
border. We could then cross into Switzerland and be free.
I do not know how Uncle arranged for all of us to cross
into Switzerland. I learned much later that organizations to
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escort Jew s into the country were connected with the OSE
network (Organization to save children). The weather was
another problem, the snowy mountains could present a
formidable challenge and we had to walk through. I
remember that I had my first taste of blueberries, so I
surmise it was late spring, easier to walk through the
mountains.
I was told later, that in late 1940 the Swiss department
of Justice and border Police issued an order that only
women, children under 16, men over 60 would be
admitted. In 1942, when we were already there, a new
order was issued again, no one who has fled because of
their race: “Jew s” for example would be allowed in. These
people were not political refugees. However the border
police was given some leeway and some authority in
refusing or admitting Jews.
After many days and adventures my mother and I finally
arrived. We were to meet with my uncle, his wife and the
baby, my cousin.
My mother knew where my uncle had rented rooms in a
hotel, “La Soldanelle,” for his family. He had made
arrangements before leaving Paris and he had given the
address to my mother. We went straight there and were
reunited with them. There was no news from my brother.
We were going to wait a while. My uncle had rented a
separate hotel room for us. We had dinner together. It was
late and it was cold. My mother was edgy; she was waiting
for her son to arrive.
I was happy; I played with my little cousin, Michel, a
baby yet, a pretty little child with blond hair and blue eyes
like me. The adults spoke in low voices. I heard some
words here and there, like Switzerland, and it would be
better there, but I was playing and did not pay attention.
For me it was like the old days in Paris when the family
f 21 |
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had dinner together. O f course a few family members were
missing, like my father, my brother and my aunt Esther.
We had lost contact with them; we did not know what had
happened to them.
After dinner, we went back to the hotel room. My
mother was nervous and paced around the small room,
peering through the window at the street below, opening
the door to look outside, and then closing it softly. I went
to sleep. In the middle of the night, some noise woke me
up, a door opening and closing. Opening my eyes, I saw
my brother. I started to jump on the bed for sheer joy but
he put a finger on his lips and told me to go back to sleep.
He gave me a kiss and I fell asleep happy, my big beautiful
brother whom I had not seen in a while, was in the same
room with us. Everything then would be all right. Maybe
he even had news from my father.
In the morning he was still there. It was not a dream.
He told me that he and a couple of friends had escaped
from the work camp located near the Belgian frontier, and
gone straight to Megeve hoping to find us there as
planned. He told my mother that if we had not been there,
he was going into the underground, like his friends, to
fight the Germans.
We dressed and went to my uncle’s rooms. We climbed
up the stairs quietly. The silence was strange. We couldn’t
hear the baby’s chirping. N ot a sound. It was very early in
the morning. There was no one around. My mother
stopped at the door, she knocked softly, then a little
louder. My brother pushed his way in front of her and tried
the door knob, the door opened wide.
N o one was there, no clothing, no food. The first room
was empty; the other room with the baby’s things was also
empty.
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My mother looked around. My brother sat down on the
floor, holding his head and muttering words I could not
hear. I went to the window and looked outside, the sun
was just coming up, and I could not understand why they
were not there. We were with them the night before and I
know that my mother and uncle were talking about what
we were going to do as soon as my brother showed up. I
was in the next room playing with the baby and I could
hear their conversation even if I was not paying attention.
So what had happen between last night and this morning?
My brother said between clenched teeth, “They are gone
and they left us....” and he stopped talking. Later, many
years later, he told me that the two words he had left out
were, “to die.”
My mother erupted like a volcano ready to blow. I had
never seen her in such a violent display. She twirled around
like a dervish, hitting the wall with her bare hands. She
almost hit me in passing. She did not say a word, her face
pinched, biting her lips bloody. Rubbing her jaws.
Eyeballs bulging going around like black balls almost
ready to be ejected. Watching her and her jerky
movements, going round and round in the room she
appeared absolutely mad. She seemed to be doing
everything at the same time, shaking her head, eyes
twitching, hands being wrung fiercely. She did not sit
down for one instant; she kept on walking from one corner
to the other. She did not speak. What was she thinking?
She finally collapsed on the bed like a broken doll,
breathing hard. This disappearance of her brother had
shattered her usual calm and confidence. Her face, from
deathly pale, turned bright red. My brother got up and put
a hand on her shoulder. They both looked at each other
and at me. I was still at the window hoping that maybe my
{
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uncle had gone for a walk with his family and they would
reappear and all would be well.
A simple wish from a child.
I waited, looking at my brother's face, his skin looked
gray, he had a big frown and was nervously pulling his
cheeks, his scar standing out on his face. My mother
looked sick. I did not know exactly what had happened;
obviously it was related to my uncle having gone without
telling us, taking his wife and child with him. The air in
the room was thick with anger, I knew better than to ask
questions. I had to wait quietly.
We returned to our hotel room. My mother ordered
some food for us. I think that I was the only one who had
an appetite. My mother and brother did not eat.
My mother told me to go to the hotel lobby and wait
there. She had some things to take care of with my brother
and she would pack our things because we were leaving
soon. I left them and went downstairs. The lobby was
empty except for the receptionist behind the counter. I
stayed there for a while, and looked at some magazines
My brother came down. He sat near me and told me
that he was going away again, but he promised to come
back. Where and when he did not know, but I was going
with mother and she would take care of me. Big words,
which I did not fully understand at the time. I asked him
if he had heard from our father. He shook his head and said
no. He gave me a big hug and a kiss and walked out of my
life once more.
I went back upstairs to my mother. She had already
packed the little things we had and the food and water not
eaten earlier. We were going again. I asked her where my
brother had gone, but she did not answer.
I did not know where we were going. I wonder if she
{ 24
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knew what direction to take. She must have discussed it
with my brother, or at least a few options, we did not seem
to have many. We left the room, my mother holding her
package of silver under her arm, the little bundle of
clothing in the same hand. W ith the other hand she was
holding my hand. We left the hotel and started walking
under a blue sky and a shining sun.
After the war and all our adventures, I remember going
to those dinners at my Aunt Esther’s apartment in Paris,
who was always trying to get the family back together. I
remember my mother sitting at the table, her lips pinched,
not saying a word to her brother. I realized that my mother
was not speaking to her brother and his wife. I was too
busy myself trying to reconnect to a normal life to pay
attention to details. She ignored his wife. She had
conversations with her sister and her husband only. I was
twelve and I played with my cousin who was not a baby
anymore. My brother never came with us; he refused to sit
at the same table with his uncle. He was a young man, and
had friends and girlfriends.
Much later, my brother told me about the story of the
betrayal by my uncle. How he left us behind to fend for
ourselves while he, his wife and son escaped to freedom.
My mother never forgave him, nor did my brother.
Apparently, my uncle managed to get into Switzerland
with his wife and son, for the duration of the war.
Now for me it is too late to judge. My uncle is a very
old man. And if there is a punishment for what he did,
then he was punished. My cousin, Michel, his son, a
brilliant doctor committed suicide in his thirties. My other
cousin, his daughter, Marie Claude, committed suicide a
few years later.
I think it is punishment enough, to lose children in
such a manner.
{
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He is the only remnant of my family still living. I make
a point of going to visit him when I am in Paris. He looks
so much like my mother.
My brother never understood why I saw him.
My uncle died in 2004.
My brother died in 2001.
Now there is no one left from the past.
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Father
by Luann Jacobs
This is an excerpt from my first novel, Covey Rise. After a four year
absence, Lucy Wrexham has unexpectedly returned to the family
farm. Given no other explanation, her father, John Michael, assumes
she must be pregnant. Lucy and her dog, Spirit, have been home less
than a day.

LUCY SAT BO LT U PR IG H T AND RIG ID IN T H E C O R N ER OF T H E

truck's cab, her eyes trained on the window, as if she could
actually see past her own dim-lit reflection into the
running night, see through the glass to the land, as if she
could see a dog out there if she looked hard enough.
Watching her vigilance was like watching a person lean
out too far over a sharp precipice. John Michael wanted to
yank her back, take away her hope, teach her the trick of
his own toughness.
The minute he saw the trench where those two dogs dug
out of the chicken coop, John Michael had begun to
balance himself against the weight of the inevitable. When
Cassie came out from underneath the summer kitchen
alone, he felt even more certain: odds were Spirit was dead
or worse.
All he had ever been trying to teach his children was
here in this cab tonight unspoken but alive in the air
between him and Lucy. Life invented ways to hurt you. It
chipped and bent and maimed and stole. The trick was to
straighten your back and grin back at it. Beat it a day at a
time. Never let yourself be taken by surprise: anticipate
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pain, clench your heart against it, laugh when it comes.
Die grinning.
Lucy was wearing the same silly thin inadequate cotton
jacket she had had on all day. It occurred to John Michael
that this was his daughter’s only coat. Tomorrow, once
they resolved what had happened to her dog, they needed
to go get her a decent one. It was like moving back in with
his sister Pearl after Katy died. The Butler farm was so
dilapidated it was impossible to know where to begin to
fix it all. Every time you started one thing you saw five
others that needed immediate attention.
The mounting irritation of being with Lucy had worn
him out. He was more tired than he could remember being
in years. All his early morning enthusiasm had worn off
around the time Lucy announced she was leaving as soon as
they found the dog and got back home, without knowing
Jack about where or how she was going to live. This was
what was going to happen with Lucy: she was going to live
with Pearl and him until she had her baby and
straightened out, period, end of discussion. John Michael
snorted, angry all over again.
Lucy pressed her face even closer to the window. It
began to sleet. The sleet fell like thin dashes of light
through the truck’s racing headlights. It was the oddest
sensation, as if he were watching time made visible: the
small exact white lines were moments erased as quickly as
they fell, more and more and more and more, an endless
supply, and the truck, his speeding truck, racing through
darkness seemed bent on erasing them faster.
“I blame you for this,” Lucy said, jabbing at her eyes
with the heel of her hand. “Myself, too, for going along
with you. I wish I ’d told you to go to hell when you told
me to put Spirit in that pen. I wish to God that’s what I ’d
1 28 }
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done.” She spoke her words carefully and clearly, as if she
had been practicing them in her mind as he drove.
For a minute John Michael felt as if he was driving in a
foreign land on roads he had never seen before. All sense of
direction disappeared. Where the hell were they? He eased
his foot back off the accelerator thinking maybe it would
be better for them both if he stopped right there and
straightened a few things out for good.
“I always resented Mamma for not standing up to you,
but I’m no better.”
John Michael placed his foot on the brake and began to
ease the truck off onto the shoulder. An old familiar fury
gripped him. He needed to have his hands free. He needed
to get hold of Lucy and make her understand that she was
the one that was being unreasonable: she had always been
unreasonable, had ridiculous romantic unreasonable
expectations for him and Katy. You cannot go through life
making up your own rules, floating around, mooning
around, trying to live on love and stories the way she did.
What was love anyway if it wasn’t doing the next right
thing, the next necessary thing? He would grip her
shoulders. He would make her understand that the rules
applied to her.
You have to fix car windows when they break.
You have to respect your family.
“What was that?” Lucy cried twisting around so
violently she knocked her forehead against the window.
Before he could shift into park and cut the engine she
swung down out of the cab and disappeared into the
blackness of the field.
Leaving the keys dangling in the ignition John Michael
jumped out of the cab and launched off in the general
direction she had disappeared. This is Martin’s bottom
one-sixty, he told himself and imagined the sun, at four1 *9 t
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o'clock, and the rise of the land, but for the life of him he
could not remember whether it was planted in winter
wheat or left for fallow. The sleet fell as if determined to
uncover any vulnerable skin, driving down the back of his
coat and up his sleeves, a thing angry and ever-seeking,
shrieking, Here and here and here. Unprotected, mine.
All the years he had driven by M artin’s bottom onesixty flew together so that it was impossible to remember
this particular winter’s field, this particular moment’s
situation. There was just the field, endlessly cycling fertile,
infertile, fertile, infertile.
“Lucy!” he bellowed into the blackness and then stood,
the statue of a man waiting for her answer. “Lucy!” he
shouted again, the practiced edge in his voice meant to
demand response. God help you, woman, he thought, if
you don’t answer me soon.
He drew another lungful of air to call her again, then
hesitated, listening, listening as hard as he could for any
sound, any sound at all, but the tentanitis ringing in his
left ear and the driving sleet hitting the ground around
him was the only thing he heard. She had run away from
him again.
John Michael clenched his hands into fists as he turned
back toward the truck. Calm now, he opened the passenger
side door, reached behind the seat and brought out a
slicker and a camping lantern. She shouldn’t have done
that, he thought as he pulled the slicker over his head and
flipped open the glove compartment to get a book of
matches. The first three matches fizzled out as he bent over
the lantern gently twisting the knob that controlled the
gas. There was plenty of time, he told himself. It was Lucy
that was stumbling around the countryside in the dark.
The wick seemed to suck the flame off the tiny match. It
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flared alive exposing the black barren ground stretching
away beneath John Michael’s feet. W ithin two steps he
located his daughter's tennis shoe tracks and his jaw,
already clenched, tightened until he could feel every molar.
He had never expected to feel fury at his own children.
When Katy told him she had fainted in the phone booth
talking to Pearl, and she might, just might, be pregnant,
they had only been married a few short weeks. It was not
what they had planned: Katy had assured him that she was
using a new thing called a diaphragm; he had just started,
on his PhD in mechanical engineering; they were poor; it
was not a good time to bring children into the world, and
still, after a moment or two, he had felt glad— potent and
powerful. A long-dormant joy shook itself awake inside of
him. O f course she was pregnant, it was impossible for her
not to be. They had been silly to think a little disk of
rubber could stop what was in both of them seeking out
the other. It was the way he loved her, the way he wanted
her, the way he had to have her for his own. It was his love
for her made manifest. What he had looked for and missed
his whole life, he and Katy would now create together.
But instead of joy he had felt only anxiety from the first
moment the nurse held up his son and John Michael,
realizing the number he held in his hand matched the card
the nurse’s aide was displaying, shifted his weight to block
the men behind him from seeing his child’s misshapen
lopsided skull and wrinkled old man’s face through the
solid plate glass of the nursery window. N o one had
bothered to tell him how beaten up newborn babies looked
and all he could think was: That came from me? From her?
From us? How in the world w ill I ever love that?
He had never known a day as a parent free of that
anxiety and many days anxiety had flowed on over into
rage the way it does.
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John Michael could feel the blood in his face hot behind
his eyes. Lucy might as well have left signposts along the
ground it was that easy to follow her footprints across the
icy earth. He would overtake her. He could already feel her
forearms beneath his fingers. He would shake some sense
into her. There would be no more of her disobedience.
He should have done this earlier. Hell, he should have
done this four years ago the first time she ran away. She
would not run away from him ever again.
“Lucy!” John Michael bellowed, “Lucy! Answer m e!” It
was unbearable; it had always been unbearable; he was her
father and being a father had, John Michael realized,
always been this: running through darkness chasing an
uncooperative, disobedient child who steadfastly refused to
be reasonable. There would be no more calling out, no
more asking her to answer him. He would find her soon
and shake her, the way he had shaken her as a child. He
would shake some sense into Lucy yet.
W ith the lantern held low to the ground John Michael
began to jog. His daughter's footprints were more spread
out here: clearly Lucy was running. He settled into a
steady patient rhythm and made it to the end of the field.
He was not so much running as being borne along on the
current of his anger. His feet no longer touched the earth
and a mighty pulse beat within him. There was no turning
back, no thought or reflection or power within him to
resist this torrent and there never had been. His anger
would run its course. H is fury would have its way. She
would be made to change tonight. She would change. He
would force her to change. This defiance would end. There
was no turning back. Why had he ever faulted himself for
hitting his children? He had had no choice. Certain
behavior demanded an answer.
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Silently cursing Lucy for a fool, he followed the tracks
into the fencerow and up to a barbed wire fence. A piece of
torn T-shirt hung dejectedly from one of the barbs and
Lucy’s left sneaker was wedged between two split pieces of
a rotted fence post. There was a spot of blood on his
daughter’s shirt. Slowly, deliberately, John Michael set the
lantern on the fencepost and untangled the rag before
spreading the second and third row of wire and ducking
his head, his left leg, his torso and then his right leg in
between the sharp barbs. Gently he pulled his slicker free
from the barbs that had caught it. He wrestled the forlorn
shoe out of the wood and stuffed it beneath the slicker into
his jacket pocket as if it were a dead quail.
He had watched his own hands from a distance before
and thought, This is too rough. This is too hard to hit a baby,
but he had been in the grip of something more powerful
than his own capacity to resist. Knowing had meant
nothing. He could no more keep from hitting those tiny
children than he could have learned to fly. Someone or
something would have had to stop him. Katy would have
had to protect them, take them somewhere safe, but Katy
always just left the room, left him alone with them. Hell,
she fetched the wooden paddle from the top of the
refrigerator while he turned the offensive child over his
knee and stripped their clothing off.
The truth be told, if Katy had tried to stop him, he
would have simply hit her and then the children.
Along the far edge of the next field John Michael saw
the lightness of Lucy’s fallen form against the blackness of
the earth. Another half-dozen steps closer and he saw her
bare foot caught in a tangle of baling wire, which was just
about what you would expect on a Martin farm, a bunch of
rusted baling wire thrown any old which way for someone
to drive over and ruin a tire or a combine or something.
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Lucy lay limp and twisted on the ground, like the rag
doll Pearl had once made for her and stuffed with orphaned
socks.
“Get up,” John Michael poured as much menace into his
voice as it could hold. He did not trust himself to touch
her. He m ight kill her. He might. Still he saw himself
setting the lantern down on the ground freeing his hands.
“Back off, old man” Lucy threw a handful of cold, frozen
mud at his face. It hit his chest. “Leave me alone. Do you
hear me? I don’t belong to you Dad. Don’t you get it? My
dog doesn’t belong to you. My car doesn’t belong to you.
Pearl’s land doesn’t belong to you.
The words needed to stop now. She needed to stop
speaking to him that way. He watched his hands close on
her arms: he watched his hands from a vast distance and
thought, helplessly, I am hurting her. He was hurting her.
What a strange incredible idea.
It felt as if she were hurting him.
The baling wire was caught on her leg. A low growl
behind him sent a wave of pure terror down John Michael’s
spine. He loosened his fingers slightly and turned. The
circle of light from his lantern caught what looked like a
demon-dog, fangs barred, head and neck covered with
spikes, a terrifying hellish thing, poised to leap. John
Michael felt a cry rise in his throat but there was no breath
behind it, no way to force it out of his body.
It was death coming to devour him and he did not want
to die. He let go of Lucy and raised his hands to protect
himself.
“Hoe, Spirit.” Lucy’s voice sounded far away. “Hoe,
girl.” The demon lowered its terrifying head and began to
shake. It was only Spirit after all, a frightened animal stuck
with a hundred porcupine quills. She looked humiliated,
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reluctant to stand in the light and show Lucy her disgrace.
He looked from his hands, to the injured dog, to Lucy
slowly extricating her leg from the barbed wire, and back
to his own hands.
John Michael sat down on the cold wet ground. A pie
shaped wedge of Lucy’s T-shirt was missing, exposing the
left side of her bra and a large ugly scratch on her belly.
Her hair and her shirt and her quilted jacket were soaked.
Her leg was scratched and bleeding a little. Spirit was
standing immobile trembling with pain. He was
surrounded by misery. John Michael rose and peeled off his
slicker.
“Here,” he said gruffly, placing the slicker across the
soaking ground and helping her to sit. He retrieved Lucy’s
shoe and the torn scrap of her shirt from his jacket pocket
and placed them on the slicker beside her like gifts.
“You’re lucky you didn’t step into one of Martin’s
raccoon traps. You m ight of lost a foot,” John Michael
spoke mostly to cover up the sound of his own heart
pounding. Spirit hobbled over between them and began to
lick Lucy’s face. John Michael dug into his jeans for his
pocketknife. As he reached toward Lucy Spirit growled and
he froze. Lucy lifted her fingers to the dog’s muzzle but
there was no place to touch the poor animal without
driving a quill deeper into her head. The dog had at least a
dozen quills in the soft flesh of her nose alone. Lucy rested
her hand far back on Spirit’s flank, comforting the dog.
He ran his shaking hand down Lucy’s leg and began
extricating her torn jeans from the rusty barbwire one barb
at a time. Lucy did not make a sound while he worked.
The uniquely terrifying odor of blood made him remember
for a split second the panicked squealing of penned hogs
on butchering day whenever a new jugular vein was slit
and this same fresh blood smell hit every breathing nostril.
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Some of the barbs had to be ripped out with a jerk. It was
that or leave her here while he went to get help and John
Michael would be damned if he was going to bring help
back here and explain how all this had happened.
Two of the barbs had pierced her foot. When John
Michael hesitated Lucy grabbed the wire and yanked it
free. She wiggled the toes of her bare foot, kneading it
with both hands, as if checking the damage. She wrapped
the T-shirt scrap around the bottom of her foot and tied a
neat knot on the top of her foot. As he watched she slipped
her sneaker back on, stood and tested her weight on the
injured foot, nodding her head in approval. Then she
looked up at him.
“Move back,” she said. When he took a step back she
said, “Further.” He stepped back again. She buttoned her
jacket with an oddly graceful, dignified slowness.
“Think you can walk?”
“O f course I can walk.” Lucy spit the words at him. She
bent down and stretched her hand toward the injured dog.
“Poor thing, look what you’ve done to yourself now.
Poor poor little thing, how could you have known?
Everything’s gonna be alright, you’re fine now. Y ou’re safe.
The screaming’s over, pretty girl, no more running away
now. I got you. I got you now. Everything’s gonna be
alright.” The touch of Lucy's hand seemed to loose some
string inside the pathetic animal holding her muscles
together and Spirit collapsed with an awful finality. She’s
dead, John Michael thought, for surely only a dead animal
could bear to collapse onto all those quills without so
much as a whimper.
Lucy staggered only once as she lifted the dog, quills
and all, up in her arms and turned back toward the truck.
“Let me carry that dog,” John Michael said, roughly.
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“Is there any way to get your truck closer?” Lucy asked,
ignoring him. Her voice was surprisingly steady. John
Michael shook his head. Lucy turned her back on him and
began to walk. John Michael picked up the muddy slicker
and lifted the lantern high enough to light her way. He
had the oddest feeling of vertigo. He didn’t know whether
it was the standing up quickly or the wild unbalanced
swinging of the lantern. John Michael’s raised elbow
wobbled, he had to reach and steady it with his other hand.
Thankfully Lucy seemed oblivious to how badly shaken he
was, she was still crooning to the dog, limping only
slightly as she moved across the field.
The sleet became a driving torrent as the small company
slowly retraced their steps. Above the roar of the wind and
the rain John Michael could hear Lucy’s steady litany,
Don't worry, here I am, now you're safe, such a good girl, such a
sweet girl, you’re my girl and he felt his legs stretch out to
keep up with his daughter’s pace.
At the barbed wire fence Lucy handed Spirit to him
long enough to swing herself through the menacing
strands. Most of the quills flattened themselves like stiff
hairs between him and the dog but a few pierced through
his canvas jacket into his arms and chest. The dog was not
dead, exhausted certainly— she must have been wildly,
blindly running ever since she rushed that porcupine— but
she was not dead. A faint ugly memory of lifting his
favorite lemon-colored pointer, Lady, out of the bathtub
flashed through his heart. He knew what a dead dog felt
like in your arms.
It was hard to explain the difference.
Lucy caught her jacket on a barb. John Michael heard
more than saw the cotton rip as she stood up and yanked
herself free. Leaning over the wire he said nothing, just
handed the worn-out dog back to her, retrieved the lamp
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from the ground and threaded himself carefully back
through the fence as before. Lucy had gone on ahead, to the
very edge of the light and there she waited, half-turned as
if impatient, a posture which brought to mind Tommy
Wrexham. For a single moment John Michael felt the
long-forgotten fear he lived with as a child, the fear that
his father would turn away and not look back and he, John
Michael, would be left behind, and in that instant he was
young again rushing, forever rushing, to keep up with his
own father.
“W e’re almost there, pretty girl. Almost there.” It was
hard to tell whether Lucy was talking to the dog or herself
as she struggled over the rutted ground toward the
glistening truck. That dog has to weigh seventy pounds,
John Michael told himself.Lucy had been standing beside
him when Lady’s pupils dilated and her head slipped down
under the bath water. The poor dog had not eaten for a few
days. There was going to be a frost that night. Katy never
allowed his dogs in the house, but he had assured his wife
that he would give the smelly thing a bath before he put
her in the laundry room. Lady was trembling when he
lowered her down into the tub. She hated baths but what
could he do? Something inside him knew she could not
survive the night outside. She had stood there for just a
second— it seemed like Lucy was already wailing even
before Lady’s pupils expanded into two black orbs— and
then his champion was gone.
He pulled the dead dog up out of the water unable to
believe she still did not need to breathe. As he bent to
lower the streaming limp thing onto the mat her head
slithered out of the crook of his arm and hit the tile with a
sickening crack. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth. John
Michael drew the bath mat up around her in an effort to
{ 38 1

GLOBAL

CITY

REVIEW

draw her back together into a living working breathing
body. “Chum on girl, chum on,” he said. W alking through
the house he said to Lucy, I ’ll just put her in the utility room,
in case she’s still alive.
The rain seemed not to be falling from the sky at all,
seemed rather like a river of separate raindrops racing
parallel across the earth, driving into his face and arms and
chest and legs, a thing with a will trying to sweep him
away. He had still been able to cry the night Lady died,
had stood out beneath the cold frosty stars and wept for the
days gone by. His children had been toddlers when he
brought that little pointer pup home in his pocket, never
thinking she would be a champion— the best dog he
would ever hunt over— simply hoping more than anything
that she would help him stop thinking about the pups his
father-in-law had shot.
The years had flown past him as fast as the rain. By the
time he had buried his mother and his father and his
brother and his wife, he no longer cried when what he
loved died, no longer tried to wrap his mind around what
their presence had meant, how their absence would feel, no
longer cared to contemplate the enormity of death's
thieving ways.
Lucy reached the truck and crumpled to the soaking
ground with the dog still clutched in her arms. John
Michael lowered the tailgate, set down the sputtering
lamp, and leapt up into the bed of the truck. He
rearranged a stack of old feed sacks he had piled up in the
corner before they took off, climbed over the side next to
where Lucy sat and picked the dog up out of her arms.
“I’ll ride in the back with her,” Lucy said but it was a
moment or two before she stood up. She was covered in
mud. John Michael thought momentarily of letting her
ride in the back.
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“She’ll be alright,” he said and he reached to take his
daughter by the arm to lead her toward the cab. Lucy
flinched away from his touch and glared at him.
“I ride with her,” she said furiously. She struggled to lift
herself into the truck bed but John Michael did not move
to help her. Once next to the dog Lucy peeled her muddy
jacket off, folded it and stuffed it under the tired dog’s
bloody neck. She crossed her arms to cover the gap in her
shirt. She was shivering violently. Remembering what he
had learned about the symptoms of shock from helping
Michael John pass his first aid merit badge, John Michael
peeled his jacket off and handed it to her.
“I’m fine,” Lucy said, but she took the jacket from his
hand. “I ’m fine. Ju st fine.”
By the time he grabbed the lantern, slammed the
tailgate, extinguished the lantern’s flame and climbed in
the cab, the sleet had plastered his own T-shirt to his skin.
Shivering from exhaustion and cold, he worked the clutch
patiently, listening with his hands and his feet as the tires
spun into the mud, rocking the truck skillfully back and
forth several times before he felt the tires grip hold of
enough traction to pull forward onto the tarred road’s
surface. In the back the dog whimpered. Lucy’s eyes were
closed, but her face drew together in a wince as she
listened to the sound.
Once they were safely up on the road John Michael
began a three-point turn to get them heading back toward
the Butler place.
“Where are you going?” Lucy was immediately wide
awake and sitting up straight, pounding on the back
window.
“Hom e,” John Michael said, looking in both directions
before putting the truck into reverse, “I’m going home.”
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“W e have to get her to a vet, D ad.” She made the word
“vet” sound threatening.
John Michael stopped the truck before the tires slipped
back onto the muddy shoulders.
“Wrexhams doctor their own,” was as far as he got
before Lucy was wrestling with the tailgate. For a second
the only thing he could think of was holding his foot
firmly on the brake so he did not roll the truck back over
her. This is how accidents happen, he thought as he carefully,
deliberately slipped the truck into park and sat watching
his daughter through the rear view mirror. She leaned into
the truck bed far enough to grab the sacks the dog lay on
and yank them over to the edge of the tailgate. Then she
picked up the dog, sacks and all.
John Michael watched as Lucy receded in the mirror.
Squinting he could just make out Spirit lifting her sore
head long enough to lick the rain off Lucy’s face. The
taillights bathed them both in a hideous red glow. There
was nothing he could do. He had to let her go.
If he followed her he would only hurt her more.
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Grandma Was a Beat Poet
by Erika T. Wurth

Grandmother
was an Indian beat
poet
her daddy worked on the railroad
yes that same railroad
that beat his city Indian heart to death
and as his daughter’s hands worked in the factory
he watched as one single gear
took one single finger
down the same path he had run
as his mother worked on a revolution.

As a Ruby
for K.W .

by Erika T. Wurth
She was tiny, precise and beautiful as a ruby, my sister,
the baby, her eyes shaped like almonds, her hands on the
wheel, hip hop blasting
from the radio, driving somewhere on 1-70 with those boys
in the back, who knows
what they wanted, of her.

But she was mine, I remember that, with those eyes just
like grandma’s, pulling me
down to the ground and into the sky the next minute, her
lips on the joint, her hands
in another girl’s hair, tearing, and then, so gentle, waiting
for her boyfriend to come home.

Expecting and expectant, she wanted it all, and deserved
it, her wild arms reaching
for everything, and coming home, empty as the tank of gas
in her car, always almost breaking
down, but making it home, just in time to catch that last
Indian train out of town.

It’s All Relative
by Janice Af. Putney
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ACROSS
1 Indian honorific
Partner of dangerous
6
11 School subj.
14 Place for play
15 Stringed instrument
16 Subject of a Mark Kurlansky book
17 W ith 27-Across, uncle’s great
grandson
19 Pub potable
20 O .K . Corral figure
21 T ill section
22 Olympian firsts
24 British music co.
26 Junior, usually
27 See 17-Across
33 Scuffle
34 Painter Magritte
35 Blind unit
39 Were present
40 Pequod and others
43 Nepal to Pakistan dir.
44 National Geographic
Photographer Benali
46 Collar type
47 Aunt from Aix
49 W ith 65-Across, mother’s aunt’s
granddaughter
52 Satellite connection
55 Choose
56 Poet Ezra
57 One way to run
60 Robust
64 Rocky peak
65 See 49-Across
68 Corrida cheer
69 Matriarch, for example
70 Wear
71 Detective Nancy’s boyfriend
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DOWN
1 Cache
2 Diva’s Solo
Mister abroad
3
Check out
4
Little League striker
5
Bard’s river
6
Rake
7
Overlook
8
Quarterback Manning
9
10 Earring type
11 Piano practice, maybe
12 W inter afflictions
13 That is Latin
18 Coconut fiber
23 Bookie’s calculation
25 Cat call
26 Through
27 Bygone ruler
28 Are past
29 Tabloid twosome
30 Muse of poetry
31 Casaba, for one
32 Upright
36 Camera attachment
37 Italian wine region
38 Post-tween
41 M ild oath
42 Organ setter
45 “The doctor
48 Buck and Twain
50 Furnishes
51 Dr. Pepper rival
52 Author Sinclair
53 English harbor town
54 Enticed
57 Top-notch
58 Intend
59 “Y e s __ ?”

PUTNEY

72
73

* I T ’ S ALL

Pool member
Egyptian city

RELATIVE

61
62
63

66
67

Stat
Mother of Castor and
Pollux
Genesis local
Forget-me-__
culpa

Isola Peligrosa
by L isa Mullenneaux
My island sleeps beneath the ceiba’s leafy
dome,
bones of my ancestors embedded in its
cloven roots.
Last night I saw smoke from their signal
fires
down by the landfill, along the coastal
highway,
milestones that keep us watchful, that
thicken our blood,
ready to shed the snakeskin for a
breastplate
and warrior feathers, to dance the bomba
in a circle of conch shells.
In the end, the laws are theirs, the land is
theirs.
They export our sand and import their
navy.
Descend on this shaky ladder into the
cave
where shining water cools magma of
boiling rock.
Prepare as you descend for a cascade of
beauty.
Prepare for jade amulets, silver tumi, and
gold amphora.
Prepare for what has happened long
before.
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Someone is banging pots in the kitchen.
Someone is battering his wife,
someone is yelling at her children.
Glass breaking, arms breaking.
She’ll stay with him. H e’ll stay with her.
This has happened all before.
Someone shuts a window.
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John Brown the Quaker
by John Michael Cummings

ONE EV EN IN G MY NEW N E IG H B O R S, T H E R IC H M O N D S, AND I

piled into their Fiat and headed up H igh Street. Luke and
Alex, who were my age, started passing a small can of
makeup back and forth, painting their faces brown. We
were off to play slave children, in a play about John Brown.
I slid down in the seat, in case Dad drove by. Luke handed
me the makeup, which looked like shoe polish, and started
laughing as I smeared it down my cheeks. I had lumps of it
on my lips and gobs hanging from my eyelashes. By the
time we turned up Philmore Street, the three of us were
brown-faced, with white ears. Walter, the oldest, didn’t
put any on. He sat talking to his father like a grownup.
Philmore Street was full of nice old houses. My family
didn’t know anyone up here because these people, like the
Richmonds, worked for the park service and drove new
cars. This was historic Harpers Ferry, and my family lived
down the hill, with a hundred tacky souvenir shops
jammed around us. All day long was the buzz of tourists in
every nook and cranny on the street. Over the years, it had
a way of crushing us down, making us unfriendly. If we
weren’t ashamed of our drab little house beside the big
restored park buildings, we were hostile toward tourists.
When my brother shot a hole in the wax museum window
across the street with a pellet gun and nicked the figure of
John Brown across the pants leg, Dad asked how come he
didn’t aim for the head.
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But when the Richmonds moved in next-door a few
months back, that all changed. Mr. Richmond was the first
man in years to go out of his way to be neighborly to my
father. He came over to D ad’s workshop and asked him for
advice on home repairs. Dad was all business at first,
telling the younger man what he had to do to replace this
or that, step-by-step until the end. Mr. Richmond always
had the look of not listening at all, but of trying to figure
Dad out, as if he were some kind of puzzle to him.
Dad took to him, and soon they started doing
everything together. Mr. Richmond had an old W W I
motorcycle with a sidecar that the two were tinkering on
in the evenings. You should have seen our father stuffed
down in this sidecar, an old German motorcycle helmet
over his head, the two of them riding past the house,
tourists looking on. He was having the time of his life.
So was I, more than my brothers. It wasn’t that I felt
worthier than them when I read Shakespeare with Mr.
Richmond. I was just better than they were at laughing
when Mr. Richmond did, better at looking serious at the
right times, too. When I watched Alex and Luke read
together from a playbook, I didn’t laugh or think it was
queer— I knew they were kinder to each other, closer, than
my brothers and I would ever be. Being in a play about
John Brown was just another example of how different this
family was from any I had ever known.
We pulled up to a stone house not much bigger than
ours, with fancy electric candles in every window, making
it look like Christmas. Even in the evening light, the
mortar was as white as the backs of my sneakers, and the
columns glistened with green paint. This was what Mom
wanted to do with our house— make it look like
something in a tourism brochure.
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A fat man with a pink face opened the door and was all
smiles for Mr. Richmond and even gave him a hug. I
recognized him as a big author around town. He wrote
ghost stories about Harpers Ferry and Antietam. Dad said
he was full of nonsense. Mom said he took care of his
mother well.
“I see you all came ready,” he said, looking at the three
of us.
We went inside to a room full of people dressed up like on
Halloween. There was a man in a farmer’s overalls, with
the same brown makeup on his face, only darker. He had
done something to his hair, too, to make it like an Afro.
Still I recognized him. He worked in the visitor’s center.
My brothers and I bent the antenna off his jeep. W ith him
was the lady who worked in the park bookstore. She was
wearing an old-time dress. Mom and I saw her around
town, talking only to important people. Mom said she
certainly was aloof, which meant snotty. There were others
I knew: the man who lived right behind us and the
architect for the park Dad didn’t like because he doubleparked his Mercedes everywhere. Lee Jackson, who owned
nearly every souvenir shop on the hill, was here, too. He
had on an old flop hat. I couldn’t imagine what part he was
playing. There was Dave Spiner, another park employee
who moved in just up the street, in a house Mom said had
once belonged to a real Harpers Ferry family, the Jenkins,
before they were forced out. Dad called him a do-gooder,
so my brothers poured kerosene on his marigolds. Around
the room were all these people who were my neighbors but
whom my family never spoke to and my brothers and I did
something bad against.
But as I looked around at everyone talking and
laughing, I began to realize that no one recognized me
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under my brown makeup. I was standing right beside Lee
Jackson, the most important man in town, and didn’t have
to feel bad. It was like on Halloween when, wearing my
Casper the Friendly Ghost mask, I could knock on any
door in town and not feel ashamed.
The house was small like ours, with a low ceiling and
cramped stairs in the corner, but much nicer, with bright
lights, dark furniture, and fancy rugs. Mom tried to say
that the reason Dad forbid us from having friends over to
our house was that it was too small, but here was a house
the same size, and half of Harpers Ferry was standing in it.
There was the gray-haired lady who ran the herb shop on
Potomac Street. There was a man in a Civil W ar uniform.
Alex ran up to him and started touching his sword. Walter
was already talking to a girl in a polka-dotted dress.
Some time later, Mr. Richmond appeared from a side
room wearing an old nightgown, a phony beard, and a gray
bandana spotted with fake blood. He looked like a pirate,
not John Brown. When he lay down on the sofa, everyone
else took their places, too. The room became quiet. Some
had playbooks out. Then a tall man wearing what looked
like a Dracula’s cape came in and sat in a fancy chair in the
middle of the room. He looked more like John Brown.
Near him was a man holding a nightstick. I recognized
him as the park ranger who lived in Dotty Riley’s old
place. According to Walter, he had played for the Chicago
White Sox when he was younger. The Civil War soldier
was behind him, standing like a guard. Everyone else was
sitting in folding chairs. Alex, Luke, and I went up to the
sofa, where we knelt in a row as if on the kneeler in church.
Alex knew our cue, and we didn’t have speaking parts, so I
wasn’t worried.
Then the man in Dracula’s cape started speaking,
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reading a list of charges against John Brown, which
included everything from destruction of property to
treason. The fat man with the pink face then spoke at
length, too, in a funny, overdone voice, pointing a Bible at
Mr. Richmond and saying to the people in the folding
chairs that he ought to be judged by the law of God and
the land. It went on this way for some time, with everyone
getting a chance to point their finger at Mr. Richmond
and use words like guilty and everlasting punishment.
Then Mr. Richmond sat up and, with his arm
outstretched, started speaking to the ceiling in a wavering
voice. He spoke in long sentences that rose and fell like
mountains and valleys. He said he had no consciousness of
guilt and that he regretted the weakness of man. He
mentioned places like Missouri and Canada and spoke of
trying to free slaves without violence.
“ ...I have yet another objection,” he said, “and that is, it
is unjust I should suffer such a penalty.. .had I so interfered
in behalf of the rich, the powerful, the intelligent, the so
called great, either father, mother, brother, sister, wife, or
children— ” He paused as one by one, Alex, Luke, and I
stepped forward on our knees and placed our hands on his.
“— it would have been all right, and every man in this
court would have deemed it an act worthy of reward rather
than punishment.”
In reverse order, we stepped back, and Mr. Richmond
went on speaking, saying he was under G od’s
commandment. When he finished, Lee Jackson in his flop
hat stood and spoke, saying the accused was innocent in
the eyes of God. Luke whispered that he was playing
Oliver Brown, one of John Brown’s sons. The man in the
black cape then rambled on for some time about crimes
against humanity and their consequences. He spoke for so
long that Alex sat cross-legged on the floor. So Luke and I
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did, too. When he finished by saying Mr. Richmond
should be hanged by the neck until dead, W alter stood up
and cheered loudly. That was his only part in the play, an
angry spectator.
Then everyone started clapping, sm iling, and looking
around at one another. Mr. Richmond, the fatally wounded
John Brown, stood, pulled off his phony beard, and bowed.
The fat man, raising his wine glass, said he thought it was
one of their best rehearsals yet. Soon someone commented
that the slave children deserved a hand, too. N iles’s sons
were all fine budding actors, he said. All eyes were on us,
and everyone clapped again. Then, I could feel it coming.
A lady behind me remarked that I wasn’t one of N iles’s
sons.
“W ho’s that boy?” she whispered.
Others started asking, too. Mr. Richmond told them my
name, and I could hear the murmurs. Hank Gilroy’s son?
W hat’s he doing here? I saw Lee Jackson staring hard at
me. When he came to our door about buying our house,
Dad said something that gave him a red face.
“Hank Gilroy,” Lee Jackson said loud and clear, “now
he’d make a perfect John Brown!”
Everyone laughed, including Luke. The sound was like a
thousand crushed cans in my ears. I could feel the makeup
baking on my face. It was true. My father was always angry
and yelling like John Brown, but the funny thing was, he
didn’t like blacks.
“Or at least a perfect conspirator,” added the fat man,
thinking he was funny.
The man dressed up as the Civil War soldier said he had
heard that Hank Gilroy had a gun collection that would
rival Grant’s 42nd Militia. Everyone laughed again. I
looked at Mr. Richmond, but he looked almost as
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embarrassed and helpless as I was. All I could do was laugh
along, the makeup on my face cracking in a thousand
places— across the forehead, around the chin.
“Is that the little house across from the wax m useum?”
asked the girl beside Walter. “The one with that noisy
black dog in front? Someone lives there?”
“Yes, can you believe it, someone lives there,” Lee
Jackson enjoyed saying.
I hated him. I wished I had hung a thousand shrunken
heads around his porch, not just one.
Then everyone started speaking as if I wasn’t there,
asking one another how long our house had been in the
family, why we had not sold it when everyone around us
had, and what it must be like to be the only native family
left so far down the hill. The fat man, whose house this
was, said our house actually predated his and most in the
lower part of town because it was built as part of the
original ferry operation. The aloof woman added that she
knew for a fact that our house had been used as a hospital
during the Civil War. She also thought it had been part of
the church at the turn of the century. The gray-haired lady
who ran the herb shop, though she was no fan of Lee
Jackson, did not hesitate to bring up the fact that our
house was the only one on the street that did not decorate
for Old Tyme Christmas. When she asked my father to
participate, to put just a few strands of garland around the
porch columns, “He was not afraid to be rude,” she said.
“Well, they’re good neighbors now,” Mr. Richmond
tried to tell them.
I did not need ears to hear the grum bling. In my mind,
the charges against my father were as lengthy as those
against John Brown— unneighborliness, treason against
the national park service, inciting rebellion in his children
and the destruction of park property, and general
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insurrection. And just as everyone had found John Brown
guilty, so they would find my father guilty. Guilty!
Guilty! I could see it on their faces. He invited no one into
his house and went to see no one at theirs, either. He didn’t
wave, blow his horn, or nod. All he gave his neighbors was
a shut door and drawn blinds. And the mischief— broken
windows, vandalized mailboxes, trash in the yards.
Everyone knew who was responsible for that.
In one great burst, I spoke up. “He always wanted to be
a sea captain!”
For the longest time, whenever my father said this, I
believed him. I would imagine him on a ship, turning the
big wheel, the waves splashing over him. I was excited to
think of him no longer riding around in our old car all day,
delivering mail and collecting rubber bands on the
gearshift. But whenever I got excited for him, he would
just shake his head at me, as if I was the dumbest kid in
the world. Mom said he was being sarcastic. He should
have never wanted to be a sea captain, was what he meant.
When I asked why, he said that just because a person
wanted something didn’t mean he had the right to want it.
He said this as if trying to teach me one of the Ten
Commandments.
The gray-haired lady, sitting in a red metal chair,
looked about to laugh. “A sea captain? W orking for the
post office?”
“John Brown worked as a postmaster at one tim e,” said
Mr. Richmond.
“John Brown had a noble cause, N iles.”
“And I was just a cook in the army,” he said back. “Ju st
a lowly cook, Ida.”
Trying to make light of it all, he asked me what kind of
boat my father wanted to captain. A fishing vessel? A navy
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ship? But I couldn’t remember, and the gray-haired lady
was not so easily turned aside by his good mood. A man
who makes himself so unfriendly, she said, should move for
everyone’s sake, his children’s especially.
Alex spoke up, playing into her disdain.
“His father won’t allow them in any of the shops,
either.”
Alex wasn’t trying to be mean. He liked to speak up,
and I could tell he was defending me.
N ot allowed in any shops? How could a father be so
strict? It must be awful for the boy, someone said.
“W ell don’t blame this boy,” said the man playing the
judge.
“Here, here!” said Walter, standing up and playing the
angry spectator once again.
The man playing one of John Brown’s sons asked with a
laugh why he didn’t get the same leniency. I recognized
him finally. I had egged his jeep once.
Around the room, they had other questions for me—
how long had my father been working for the post office?
Where was he raised? I wasn’t surprised they knew so little
about him. Dad was like one of those black iron statues
down on Shenandoah Street no one could step close to
because of the thorny bushes around them. Mr. Richmond
spoke up for me, telling them that my father had grown
up in the big white house on River Road and that he had
been more or less raised by the Brothers at the adjacent
church school, which the fat man with the wine glass knew
for a fact had been run by Jesuits. Together, they m ight as
well have said John Brown was a Quaker.
The gray-haired lady reared back and said, “Hank
Gilroy’s raised by Jesu its?”
They had questions about my mother, too. Everyone
knew her mother, Margaret Jennings, town recorder for
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many years. This led to a big question— how in the world
had my parents met? My brothers and I could never
imagine it, either, but we had photo albums at home to
prove it. There was our father, slim, young-faced, holding
us as babies. It was a sight that creased us down the
middle.
Then, from one of the park people came the worst
question of all.
“Are you all really related to Ricky Hardaway?”
Ricky Hardaway was a kind of Oliver Twist in our
family, only worse, with no happy ending. He was related
to us somehow, on D ad’s side of the family, but no one
wanted to know how exactly. His last name wasn’t Gilroy,
which was good some of the time, in keeping the fact that
he was related hidden. As many times as he went to jail, he
kept coming back, popping up in town with the worst
characters, in the most run-down cars. He had broken into
every shop at least once, so if a ranger jeep wasn’t
following him around, a cop car was.
I felt the pressure in my face and said the only thing I
could think of: “Dad said we’re related to John W ilkes
Booth.”
The room burst out— cheers and boos from every
direction. There were stunned faces, horrified ones, smiles,
the whole Halloween collection. Mostly they laughed and
pointed at Mr. Richmond, whose face had gone red with a
shine.
“Look out, Niles! You brought a young assassin in our
m idst,” said the fat man with the wine glass. “History is
doomed to repeat itself,” he went on in a loud, silly voice.
“Oh, how uncanny,” exclaimed the gray-haired lady,
shaking her head.
Fitting, ironic, said others. Luke was looking at me as if
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I had just made a fool of myself. He tried to whisper
something in my ear, but I couldn’t hear. When all the
hoopla settled down, I learned that John W ilkes Booth had
not only witnessed John Brown’s hanging, but he had quit
acting to join a Richmond militia for the sole purpose of
being present at the event. Mr. Richmond was looking at
me as if this was 1859, and I had hanged myself.
“Michael,” he said, “are you all really related to John
Wilkes Booth?”
It was something like 14th cousin 5 times removed.
Grandma Gilroy had it as far back as 22nd cousin 12 times
removed. It was back there somewhere in time, tied up in
the 1800s like a scraggly horse on a dusty road. Dad and
Uncle Dave talked about how it made us famous. It was
one of the rare times anyone in my family laughed. It was a
hit in my history class, too. When you’re learning about
one president, one explorer, and one inventor after another,
you forget who shot Abe Lincoln and who invented the
cotton gin. Your ear gets lazy with famous names. Tracy
Owens met Scott Baio at the Silver City Mall, and I was
related to John Wilkes Booth. It all seemed even-steven to
me.
But as far as this room, I might as well have said I killed
Kennedy.
“Well if you all are related to John W ilkes Booth,” said
the gray-haired lady, “then I shouldn’t be surprised you’re
related to Ricky Hardaway.”
Lee Jackson was quick to agree. Lincoln was a good guy
toward blacks, so it was no surprise that my racist father’s
kin had done him in. At least the fat man said I had acting
in my blood.
Mr. Richmond put up his hands again.
“I have news for you all,” he said. “/ have a notorious
relative in my family, too.”
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The room quieted down. They could see he was serious.
Mr. Richmond looked at Luke and Alex, who both
nodded. So did Jerry, out in the audience.
“W ell, who?” someone shouted.
“Leon Czolgosz.”
“W ho?” laughed the blacksmith.
President W illiam M cKinley’s assassin, someone
answered. Mr. Richmond was straight-faced when he said
his great great great great grandmother was a PolishRussian immigrant named Eva Czolgosz— Leon Czolgosz’s
niece.
Suddenly, around the room everyone told who bad they
were related to. We had cousins of Jesse Jam es, A1 Capone,
and even K ing George IV. Among the women we had
relatives of Lizzie Borden, Princess Caroline, and someone
named Axis Sally. All in all, two presidential assassins, an
outlaw, a murderess, a traitor, along with half a dozen
tyrants and gangsters. “My, we certainly had the infamous
well-represented in Harpers Ferry,” someone commented.
“W ell, John Brown,” said the gray-haired lady, “I don’t
know what to think of any of my neighbors now.”
She was just jealous because she wasn’t related to
anybody bad. I was just happy I had more than Ricky
Hardaway’s vandalism in my blood.
Mr. Richmond raised his hands again and looked around
the room slowly. “We are all outsiders to somebody," he
said. He spoke in hills and valleys, as if still in character.
He said my father’s name as if he could see him from many
angles, as if Dad stood in all the mirrors in his house.
“If it is deemed necessary,” he started saying in his John
Brown voice, “that I should forfeit my life for the
furtherance of the ends of ju stice ...” He looked up as if
speaking to God, “ ...and mingle my blood further with
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the blood of my children... ”
“Oh, N iles,” said the gray-haired lady, chuckling,
“ ...an d with the blood of millions in this slave country
whose rights— ” Mr. Richmond himself couldn’t hold back
a grin, “— are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust
enactments. I submit— so let it be done!”

The Orange-Haired Baby
by Alexis Apfelbaum

T H E TRU M PET PLAYER, H IR ED FOR T H E EV EN IN G , IS D O IN G

us up in black, while we wear pearls and pastels for the
summer heat. His face is plain, but when he places that
trumpet in front of his wide double lips, and lets his back
go extra low and shakes those ugly coarse elbows out like
he’s rowing, that’s when it’s obvious he could be a god
maybe.
My grandmother and grandfather have twined their
hands together. They know where each finger should rest
and where each step will take them. Fifty years dancing
with the same man, my grandmother looks at peace. Her
smile of weary satisfaction is the same one I ’ve noticed on
her face when she dries the last piece of china over the
studded sink.
Next to me my aunt, only four years older than me,
looking tragic and beautiful in bright red lipstick, bounces
her orange-haired baby on her knee. The baby’s face is
splotchy, his mouth is open and his eyes stare wide and
nowhere. Like her, he will not graduate from college. I can
see his life so simply laid out for him. He will be a
southern playboy, passive, amiable, swinging a golf club.
By the time he is twenty-five he will be bored, having
done everything he imagines worth doing. He will marry a
lovely bob-headed blond named Babs or Cleary.
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The baby brings his fist up to his eye. His mother
stares the dance floor down, and rubs her high heels
through the grass. She brings her drink up to her red lips.
The baby’s hair is matted damply to his face, sweating
in the cold air, and I want desperately, in the moment, to
bathe him in a soapy kitchen sink. His mother, already
newly pregnant, is bloated and her eyes are glazed like my
grandfather’s at the dinner table when he cuts the roasted
chicken with the long sharp knife and we all suck in our
breath, watching his hands shake the knife staccato.
Fifty long years, my grandmother on her knees
scrubbing floors, even though she could hire a maid, but
the maid never did it the way it needed to be done, she
attacks the spaces between the tiles with her old
toothbrush.
My parents are now dancing at the far side, near the
trumpet player and his comrades, a hearty slap-dashing
drummer wearing sunglasses in the dark, and the tenor sax
mewing his long old notes. My sister and her new husband
dance, and she smiles at her husband, a fine man who
preferred her when she was twenty pounds thinner. My
sister’s husband reaches out his hand and plays with a curl
that has fallen from her temple.
My aunt and I watch, and the baby kicks its fat legs
wildly. If my child was mottled, orange haired and dull, I
would make him bring me champagne on the terrace,
snapping my fingers and winking obscenely at his friends,
those freckled pale sultry-eyed boys he brings home for
play-dates after school.
My aunt inclines her head towards me and the electrical
lights are maybe too harsh, making her face shine. Her
voice is clipped when she speaks.
“Sharon, may I have a cigarette?”
I smile. My aunt does not smoke.
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She balances the baby with one hand and he snorts
while she takes a cigarette from the pack I offer her. We
are going to get confessional, I can tell. She is used to
confiding her life’s secrets to strangers, sitting repentant
on a hard wooden bench waiting for a remedy like cough
medicine that will keep her from crying at night. I wait in
silence for her to be pathetic, to open her insides out for
me to inspect minutely and without sympathy.
My aunt perches the cigarette on her lip. I light the tip
and she breathes so deeply I can feel the smoke hitting the
back of her throat with a force she hadn’t counted on, but
she doesn’t cringe, doesn’t cough, doesn’t make a single
noise. She lets the smoke swirl out of her open mouth like
a prostitute. I am immediately impressed. I light one for
myself and watch the night and the dancing.
My grandmother’s mouth moves a mile a minute as she
twirls; she doesn’t pause to listen to the music because they
are only the hired help, and it is her party and she is
wearing steel gray polka-dots on her white porcelain dress
that floats out around her widening hips she insists on
denying, tucking herself beneath layers of hosiery.
But, perhaps I am too harsh, for in the dying light her
eyes are still that mellow gray of the polka dots and her
hair and her teeth are crystal white like you could tap them
and they would splinter off into a thousand pieces of sand.
And she is lovely even now, even old and straight backed
and dancing on her fiftieth wedding anniversary with the
first man she ever kissed and ever let hold her hand. And
she knows that she is lovely, and my grandfather, a bald
woman’s clothing salesman wearing white linen knows this
too, and together they stop their charming dance to give a
charming and brief smile towards the camera in my
mother’s sweating bulbous arms. The snap is like firelight
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and dazzles them, but they blink and return to what they
know, lightly swaying across the dance floor.
Colder than we’ve figured, there are large clouds
tipping the night gray. What stars there are, and they are
few, shine dull against the electrical lights we hung across
our backyard, my mother on the step ladder, nearly falling
with her effort to be praised, finally, for something she
could do for them. But they had entered like a queen and a
king and had nodded at the decorations as though they
were only wildflowers, which, because they are free and can
be found wherever the wind has the heart to blow them,
are less lovely than any geraniums you can buy in a store. If
my grandmother has never walked barefoot on soft soil and
collected bouquets of soft yellow flowers and smelled the
earth on her fingertips, then she cannot imagine that doing
so would ever be worthwhile. That’s just the kind of
person she is.
I shiver at the air, and pull my sweater closer over my
shoulders, making sure my cleavage is still showing. The
trumpet player is an artist splashing his paint across our
backyard, but we are such a savage canvas. The couples
move half-heartedly in succession. My sister touches the
wrist of her new husband and he smiles, looking over her
head.
“Son of a bitch,” my aunt says, suddenly. She is talking
to me because we are the only two here together for this
moment and she has long since given up talking to the
baby. I turn and look at her eyes which are a muggy sort of
blue, a London blue, rainy and damp. She says, “You
know, he did love me, at first. I’m sure of it. At first, at
least.”
We re talking about my uncle. I scan the dance floor for
him but he is nowhere and she is breathing hard and
hitting her cigarette like a pro.
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“It never lasts long, does it, Sharon?” she asks. “You
never think you’ll end up here,” she says, softly. “Where I
am. Here.” She jiggles the baby on her knee. He moves his
mouth like maybe he’s going to smile, but he doesn’t. He
jostles himself, thumps on her lap passionately, then goes
still. I picture her smothering the baby with a pillow.
“H e’s cheating on me,” my aunt says, meaning my
uncle, and her voice is soft. She drags on her cigarette
which has a perfect red ring from her lipstick.
“I ’m sure he’s not,” I say. I’m not sure if I ’m standing
up for her, this woman unrelated to me, born thousands of
miles away where there were chickens and eggs on her
farm and she had black men that called her Miss and drove
her to the supermarket. Perhaps I am standing up for my
uncle who is rowdy and balding. My uncle, who lives
across the country with her and who forgets my birthday
and sends me beautiful cashmere sweaters a size too small.
His wife, my aunt, is a stranger in every way. She is
graceful with a swan neck and white nearly translucent
skin. She wears a small golden cross on her delicate neck,
and has long white fingernails and a gorgeous three-layer
diamond bracelet. She’s the stranger in our world, and
twangs out her southern accent, and loves cheese grits, and
was a debutante before she married my uncle, who bought
her a sunny white plantation house, where an old Ju dge
used to live, which has a leaking ceiling.
It looks like my aunt might cry. Right here, right now,
at my grandparents’ anniversary party it looks like she’s
going to let it all hang out, in very poor taste.
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” I say, watching her lips to see
them twitch or shake, to see her hand flutter to her chest,
to watch her fall, writhing, hysterical, to the grass. I eye
the table, and the dancing and musicians sweating in the
night. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” I say, like she is my child
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who, having woken both of us with her screams over a
nightmare, a slap across the face.
“I’ve met her,” my aunt says. “She came to dinner.”
Perhaps she will not cry. Perhaps I m isjudged her.
Bringing the cigarette to her mouth, she does not sputter.
She flicks it. I wonder at her expertise. I want to know all
the mazes of her hidden life. I want to see what she keeps
concealed in her basement.
Servile and trapped, serving more gravy to her
husband’s mistress, and how careful she was to make the
squash soup come out just-so, rich and creamy with a
dollop of sour cream at the center. My uncle slurps his
soup I am sure. He is balding and nearly dapper, though
he is shorter than he would like to be, and because of this
he believes he looks more stocky than well-built. He
married her because she was sweet and simpering and so
much younger so that she was youthful, so that he felt
youthful, so that he felt he could go on living forever. She
was also pregnant.
“How do you know?’ I ask, of the mistress who came to
dinner.
“He doesn’t love me any more,” says my aunt, without
answering me. She is talking like a child building her own
tower, telling of a life where stairs rise up to trip her and
not the other way around. “I am a bloated, dull version of
what I was. I’m nothing,” she says, “now.”
If we were somewhere else or I was someone else, I
think I would have taken her into my arms and held her
the way you only hold lovers. I would cry with her and her
with me and I would have told her all my secrets too, for
there are many, and we would have hated the world
together. As it is, she’s come to the wrong girl.
The music from the trumpet is changing now. Less
romantic now, it’s the catchy, fast, exciting, rise-to-your1 67 (

APFELBAUM

* THE

O R A N G E - H AI R E D B A B Y

feet music that feels like drinking an entire bottle of
champagne and quickly. My uncle appears then, at our
table. His face is flushed, and he will be bald soon. I glare
at my uncle. My aunt doesn’t even look.
“I can hold him ,” my uncle says to his wife, reaching
for his son, who is now lethargic and still in his mother’s
white arms.
My aunt takes a long drag on her cigarette.
“Annalee,” says my uncle at once angry and pleading.
He has corn husk eyes. I would be terrified to lie alone in
bed with him at night. “W e’ve talked about this,” he says.
“It’s not good for the baby. Annalee,” he says, “what have I
done now?”
The music is fast around us and the night is dark and
humid and the fireflies are everywhere, bright, fierce,
quicksilver bursts of light. I want to capture them all in a
jar without holes and watch them struggle. I want to take
them with me and watch them sputter and sparkle and die.
“God damn it,” my uncle says. I pick up my
chardonnay and take a long, slow drink, feeling the tangy,
bittersweet taste.
My grandfather has found a microphone somehow, and
the music winds down for him to speak. His linen suit is
creased at every corner.
“Thank you all,” my grandfather says, “for this
wonderful night.” Everyone is quiet now. The trumpet
player has straightened himself and looks oddly angular
and terribly tall. He wipes his swollen upper lip with the
back of his hand and the drummer lights a cigarette.
“What a beautiful night,” my grandfather says into the
microphone. There aren’t enough people here to justify
him having a microphone, but he seems so proud of
himself. “For our fiftieth anniversary, I bought my wife a
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dozen roses,” he says with a stupid grin on his face. “One
for each happy year of marriage.”
My grandfather huffs a hoarse laugh into the
microphone, and my grandmother claps her hands and
giggles like a schoolgirl. We all politely smile, the over
achievers like my sister and her husband giggle into their
fists. The baby whimpers and tugs at his balmy cotton
smock and thumps his legs.
“Enjoy the dancing,” says my grandfather, as though he
has paid for everything, which he hasn’t.
The speech is finished before the drummer is done with
his cigarette, and he looks sad when he stamps it out and
hits the base and lets loose once again. The trumpet player
is sweating. He brings his instrument to his lips.
My uncle swats at a fly with his hand, and my
grandfather escorts my grandmother back to the dance
floor where they begin to do the jitterbug with
considerable style.
“Fifty years,” I say into the silence that is hard and crisp
where we are sitting, while everywhere else there seems to
be this music, fast and happy, and sweet talk and laughter.
“Fifty years,” they both nod, my aunt and uncle,
mumbling. My aunt’s face is paler than before, and I can
see the veins in her eyelids when she blinks. My uncle has
the same bored, splotchy face as his son. They will go
golfing together.
We stare at the dancing, immobilized, the three of us.
My grandmother sets the table the same way every night.
She makes my grandfather two slices of bacon every
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morning. So much bacon I could puke, and what if he
wanted cereal, or French toast? I picture bacon piled to the
ceiling. And I know he would never get up to make
himself oatmeal. Fifty years of sitting there at the kitchen
table, waiting to be served.
My aunt and uncle’s wedding was beautiful. The roses
that were supposed to be the centerpieces wilted and died
the day before and my aunt cried for hours. I wasn’t there
to see her cry, but was told about it by my grandmother
who doesn’t like her. My aunt cried at the ceremony too,
but that was because she was happy, which is a nice thing
to cry about, and completely understandable.
The wedding was ivory and pink, the original colors of
the wilted roses, which ended up being strewn instead
along the processional lane. My aunt looked beautiful
when my uncle slipped the band onto her finger and said
his words though we could barely hear him. Later, when
everyone got drunk, I did too, and took a forty-year-old
divorcee, one of my uncle’s business associates, back to my
hotel room.
Earlier, though, I had met my aunt unexpectedly in the
bathroom. She was staring at herself in the long mirror,
her radiant, youthful, unmarred face and crystalline eyes
like London before a storm. W ith her long neck and her
gorgeously elaborate lace dress draped modestly over the
small lump in her belly, she looked like an absurd swan,
but she also looked lovely.
“This is right, isn’t it?” my aunt had asked me through
the mirror, her eyes shinning.
I would have danced tap for her, or walked a trapeze to
keep her quiet. “O f course,” I had said, trying to pretend
she was asking any question but the one she was. “You
look beautiful,” I said, staring at my reflection staring at
hers.
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“Annalee,” my uncle says, still standing and watching
his wife carefully, appraising her mood and picking his
words slowly now. “You look tired,” he says. “We should
maybe go back to the room and put the baby down. What
do you think? Me and you, the room?”
Her cigarette, still gripped between two fingers, went
out long ago. She throws it onto the grass and shrugs her
thin shoulders. “Whatever,” she says.
She looks at me then, and I look at the table and then
finish my wine.
My aunt gets up and hugs the baby to her stomach.
“Me, you, the room,” she says in echo to her husband.
“Whatever,” she says, in echo to herself.
She doesn’t say goodbye to me, my aunt whose soul I
had held clasped for that brief moment between my hands
and played with like a drowning puppy, waiting to see if it
could tread. I had glimpsed her sadness, her smashed
pumpkin dreams. And now we can’t look at each other.
The trumpet player is bent down now almost to his
toes. This ugly man is willing to give us more of himself
than we ever give each other, our family of strangers. How
brave he is to flay himself, how beautiful he is to do
something, anything, with a passion. The drums flare as
the song ends and the trumpet player shakes his whole
thin body so that perhaps he might fly apart into hundreds
of pieces. I would collect him together again and puzzle
him back to his strange beauty. His fierceness, his desire,
his flagging damp double lips, I would take him in my
palms, in my bed perhaps— it is nothing to me to watch
genius, only sad in the morning when they have
disappeared.
My grandfather bows to my grandmother, whose hand
he still holds proudly in his own. She smiles at him and at
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the rest of the backyard who are watching, here to
celebrate her and him and all their years of compromising.
Her teeth flash white and crooked, and the music changes
again. There she goes, back into his arms, back into that
slow dance, that graceful give and take they are so
accustomed to.
Clasping her thin white hand in his, my uncle leads my
aunt away from the tables and towards the front where his
car is parked. I finish my aunt’s drink, and notice that in
her haste she has left her purse on the table. Inside, because
I look, I see that there are mints and nothing else. I want
to cry suddenly, for myself more than for my aunt who is
already lost, though perhaps he will never leave her and she
will only serve the coming and going women steaming
plates of fried yams, couscous and Turkey London Broil.
Perhaps that is enough, that her husband will take her son
golfing and that he will say thank you for the breakfast she
has made, and that sometimes he will take her hand and
lead her far away from the eyes that will always want to see
her falter, twisting her ankle or her swan neck.
The night is mine now, and I sit alone and pleasurably
run my fingers though the candle wax, then along my arm.
When the music ends I will take the long slow walk
towards my trumpet player. He will never ask me
questions, or reveal that lightening in his eyes that scares
me and draws me towards him. He will just let me do
what I do, softly and slowly or whichever way he prefers.
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Blood and Concrete
by Edwin Rivera

ONE MEATY T H U D IN T H E EYE AND

i ’m

DOW N LIKE A

satchel of bricks. Bawling, crawling longwise on my belly,
struggling to get away from my tormentor.
Brian O ’Terry. He of the buckteeth and braying
laughter, lanky dirtyblond hair, muckcaked skin. Smelling
of antifreeze and spoiled milk. Shoeless, hopping from one
foot to the next as if the concrete is steaming. It looks like
he’s dancing a jig. Would be funny if he didn’t have his
fists balled up, pummeling me. Every inch I move he
rewards me with a sharp blow, and I’m slogging like a
drowning segmented worm desperate for deep earth.
Snap-kick and I’m on my back, winded. I’m walking in
the deep above. Trying to figure out sun from sky in my
dizzy head but none of makes any sense. Flat and swirly
like abstract art.
Get up you Goya bean, you mothafucka, he says, bony
knuckles scraping against the knob of my spine, my head.
Fiery pain screaming along my body, a white-hot
detonation of pure agony that wants to dance my eyes
right out of their sockets.
Mouthful of blood, grit lodged in my jaws, pebbledust
in my nostrils.
Leave me alone, I manage to croak.
The neighborhood punks are enjoying the spectacle on
this fine June morning, the start of summer vacation. Cars
and trucks gun past with a blowing of foul smoke. Junkies
weave through the crowd, anxiously searching for the
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corner boys. N o one’s around because it’s too hot for
commerce. N ot even a steaming docker to crack open a
hydrant, a dusty prowl car to move everyone along.
K ids hop around like they’re on trampolines, waving
sticks and war-crying, kicking away crack vials, 40-ounce
bottles, glassine bags, picking their favorite fighters and
placing penny-ante bets. Nobody expects me to win.
They expect me to die.
Jennifer and Sandra Martinez, the twins from
apartment 6-D, sit disconsolately, unobtrusively, beneath
the shredded awning of a maroon-brick building. Picking
at the ants and leafdust between their feet.
Jennifer is mildly retarded, harelipped, jittery. She
always wears two dresses, one on top of the other, and
they’re patterned with the kind of garish and hideous
flowers that look as if they’d eat flesh. She’s oblivious to
my beating, as she’s oblivious to most things, picking at
the filthy pockets of skin at her neck and studying the
speckles of dirt with drooling fascination.
Sandra watches me with intense interest, crouched
beside her sister, her forced-upon charge, grit and dust
sifting through her fingers like time. She never said a word
to me before, though we’d been in the same classes, crossed
paths in the bodega, whacked each other with rubber balls
during gym, avoided the same evils and heard the same
language, squinted at the same hazy sun. But just because
she is real to me, I could never be sure how real I am to
her.
I have no idea why Brian is beating me up this time. I
know that he’s a sadist, the one white boy on the block
who manages to become a walking terror. But I think it’s
more than that. He feels that my nose is always up in the
air because I ’m not as dirty as he is, because I don’t live in
a room with tumble-down walls, because my sister doesn’t
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quarter around the living room wearing nothing but
skimpy panties, like his sister Donna, whose panties slide
down for any boy willing to put up a few dollars, and you
could see the shadow of her head bobbing in an alley or on
a fire escape, ass out in a gloomy hallway, tits glued to a
brick wall, her face mashed into a pubic beard. Day or
night, it didn’t matter. Sometimes, she even gave it away
for free.
What went on behind the neighborhood’s closed doors
was too strange for him to fathom, and this is what irked
him the most: the rapid-fire voices seemingly edged with
violence, the strange smells emanating from windows and
sleeping ghostlike on kidclothes, the junglehot music, the
dark complexions browned by an unfamiliar sun, in a
distant hemisphere, in lands he would never know. And
yet me of all people he pegged as the instant outsider, the
kid to punish for what he didn’t understand.
If only Brian knew that both our fathers were drunks of
the same temperament, than maybe we could be brothers. I
have the scars to prove it, the shaky memories contained
within my skull. But he will never know, no one will ever
know, because these are the things that I keep to myself.
Kissing the concrete, hands over my head, I wonder
where my mami is. Probably lost in her telenovelas or
singing loudly to the Spanish music that bursts out of the
kitchen radio as she prepares one of her crackling meals.
She doesn’t go out much these days. Church on Sundays
and maybe a quick walk to the tower down the street, to
visit a friend she barely likes. If she needed anything from
the bodega she’d send me, even though I’d sometimes
come home crying. I’d set the brown bag of cilantro or the
ziplock jumbled with pork shanks on the kitchen counter,
a smudge of dirt on my cheek from where a rock bounced
off the bone, or the beginning of a bruise on my brow,
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compliments of a roundhouse punch, and mami would
thank me and kiss me on the cheek and return to her
cooking, salsa-stepping behind the pots and pans.
She was happier on the other side of town, a sunnier
place with clean trees and clean people on the sidewalks,
and we lived in a big building with a mazy stairway and
whole windows and no roaches and no rats and no wild
eyed people handing things to each other on every floor,
back and forth, money for bags, money for guns, gimme
your money or I’ll shoot you with this gun. I don’t know
why we left this place, where I actually had friends, to
come here to this friendless block. N o one would tell me
no matter how many times I asked. We just grabbed what
we could one day and swooped out the door and we never
looked back, good-bye couch, good-bye kitchen table,
good-bye big color TV, grabbed everything we could carry
and stuffed it all into the family Chevy and we were gone.
It was shortly after that I began to notice the change in
mami. She didn’t tell jokes anymore, with her laughing
and clawing at her stomach before she could get to the
punch line. She stopped asking me how my day was when
I would come home from school, angry tears burning my
cheeks, nose clogged up with snot, my ass kicked again.
She even stopped coming into my room late at night so she
could talk me to sleep, telling me stories of her childhood
in Cuba, stroking my forehead as she sang lullabies of a
place of mystery and smoke that I would never see, not
even in my sleep, so incomprehensible, so powerful, a place
I could never ruin by summoning it completely in my
m ind’s eye, Cuba as the words in a song sung by my mami
and no more.
I feel a thud against my leg but it doesn’t hurt, not
really. Brian’s blows are getting lighter, as if he’s tired of
the game. Holding back.
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Suddenly there is a quick patter and I detect a flurry of
motion. I can hear hoarse breathing, see a blur of lacy
white socks and pink sneakers. Above the sneakers are
towers of pale flesh, a light and golden down along the
flanks. When I look up and see the angerflushed face of my
older sister, Tatia, I can swear from my vantage point that
this is no mere thirteen-year old girl of flesh and bone but
a revenging apparition descended from gold dust and
sunfire.
She bounds to the sidewalk, grabs Brian by the collar,
and shoves him away. He skids backward with a flapping
of arms, right onto his bony ass. He scrapes his elbow
pretty badly on the hollow barkskin of an elm tree. He sits
there, nursing his raw elbow, fighting back the tears while
he glares at my sister.
The crowd is hushed. A girl has felled the badass bully.
All bets are off; an unexpected champion has made an
appearance.
Defiance of the laws of nature. World turned upside
down.
Sandra is standing now, arms akimbo, face serene and
unreadable.
Jennifer picks her nose and inspects the findings.
Don’t you ever touch my brother again, you ugly little
fuck, Tatia says, all whiplightning defiance. Completely
awash in sunlight.
Tatia. My protector, my sometime enemy.
We never talked much when we lived on the other side
of town, Tatia and I, but we did yell, we screamed, we
threw things at each other, we hit each other, we bit and
we scratched and we bled. She hated me because she said
that I got more attention than I deserved, and I hated her
because she hated me. When I ’d get a new toy she’d try to
break it, and when she went to sleep I would pull her hair.
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I’d comment on the fact that such a stupid skinny girl
could manage to skip a grade and attend high school with
girls who had tits bigger than her head, and she would
make withering remarks about how a weird boy such as
myself, who was blessed with an unshapely body and thick
glasses and the classic textbook behavior of the lockerstuffed dork, could get left back in the fourth grade.
It wasn’t always like that between us. Flipping through
our photo albums, I ’d happen upon happier times, Tatia
and I hugging each other in front of a Christmas tree,
Tatia changing my diaper when she was only five, Tatia
playing with me in my crib, Tatia and I in our superhero
jammies, curled up together in blissful sleep. We loved
and hated each other as much as any brother and sister, I
suppose, but when we moved to the other side of town our
relationship changed, and I think this is because she was
just as terrified as I was, though she wouldn’t show it. It
was Tatia— not mami or papi— who would walk me to
school every morning, even though it was out of her way.
She’d turn to the first streetcorner asshole that wolfwhistled at us and give him the finger. The first boy who
tried to lay a hand on me got kicked right in the balls. She
fought with other girls and boys in schoolyards and
courtyards and though she didn’t always win she still
commanded respect because she was fierce. But I know the
true Tatia, the one who cries when she is by herself in her
room, the one who rages at my parents for an explanation
as to why we moved to this shithole, and though she was
just as unsuccessful as I in finding an answer, she was more
pressing in her arguments, throwing tantrums, breaking
things, and, like a child roaming a locked museum, left to
destroy without reproach, she received no reproach.
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Here she is now, twining her arms beneath my pits and
drag-walking me to an upright position. One combatant
helping another out of the warfare jungle.
Show’s over folks, nothing to see here. My sister and I
head towards our building, the kids parting before us like
cardboard cutouts swung on a lever. We ascend the short
flight of steps, my hand removing paint and rust from the
banister. I look behind me dazedly, searching for Sandra,
and that is when I see a violent rushing of arms and take in
a whiff of something hot and horrid— a three-day ball of
meat locked in a molar, onions on a cutting board, shit
frying in a pan— and there is a tangling of legs, and Tatia’s
hand slips away from my arm, and she is falling backward
before I could even think to grab onto her, both our fingers
describing insane pictures in the air. Tatia falling back and
back, slow-motion angel, banging her head on the stone
ledge of the stairway, a concussion so jarring I feel the
vibrations beneath my feet.
Now she’s the one crying, only this time no one is
laughing and cheering and Brian is statue-quiet. Tatia
lying across the entire length of the short stairway, like a
shooting victim in a Hollywood movie.
Blood trickles down a stone step, drips from the ledge,
stains the concrete. So much blood, pouring out of my
sister.
The kids are silent. Feet tap the ground, hips swivel,
mouths are agape. They look as if they want to cry out for
help, run, maybe even retch, only they can’t reach the apex
of courage necessary for solid action because they’re all kids
and they’ve all been beaten down before and no one has
ever rushed to their rescue so fuck it, shit happens, this is
their hood, and so there they are rooted, doomed to watch
the nervous flow of blood, to absorb the negative energy of
a good time turned bad, and there is something in their

RIVERA

• BLOOD

AND

CONCRETE

eyes that tells me that they know that this scene will play
out in their own lives again and again, bystanders who
watch things happen and can’t do a thing in the world
about it, won’t do a thing in the world about it, even when
it’s happening to themselves.
What happened here? Officer, I didn’t see a mothafuckin
thing.
Favoring his elbow, Brian struts up to my sister’s prone
and crying figure, hawks up a great gob of snot, and
launches it right into her face.
Spick cunt, he says, and walks away. Proud, victorious,
marching right across the street, into the basement of the
chipped-gray rowhouse, the one with the rickety stairs and
the sad smell. But there’s something off in his walk, the
cockiness betrayed by the obvious trembling of his hands.
The kids spread out in an expanding radius, all eyes on
me now. They are in the street, on the sidewalk across the
way, down and up the block, and so, evenly fanned, they
watch the scene with a dispassion bordering on hatred.
I ’m the one bending over Tatia now, and I feel as if my
heart is going to shatter into a billion fragments. I try my
best not to cry, but there is so much blood, just pouring
out of my sister. All I can do is help her up and watch the
blood just pour right out of her.
There is a glob of something discolored running down
her cheek, like the dripping of a cracked egg, and I look
away in shame.
Nosy neighbors at every window, on ever porch. They
point, observe, gossip. N o one comes over to help, because
live or die, to them it doesn’t mean a thing.
Fingers brush through my hair and I look up, startled. I
can feel the tears streaking my cheeks, hotter than my
shame. I ’m shocked to find Sandra standing before me. Her
eyes are accusatory, but there is a hint of sadness to the set
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of her features, a general softening of the bones, as if her
skin was all frown.
You lost, she says quietly, again running her fingers
through my hair, a loving gesture, the gesture of one who
is in love. That was how my mami used to touch me,
before she became lost.
Then Sandra leaves me; she leaves us. Sister in hand, she
walks up the stairs into our building, and I know that she
is gone. N o more real than if I ’d slapped her into the air
with watercolors.
And as for myself? I ’d paint myself away, if I were any
kind of artist.
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people’s windows. It seemed that everyone had fresh
flowers on their table. There was a breeze spreading out
inside of her, beginning at the hollow below her throat and
floating upward, filling every cavity. She hadn’t known her
insides could be so vast, or why it was exactly that it would
be too much to buy some flowers. She bought other things
that were overpriced all the time. Outside the bodega
downstairs, there was the usual collection of bouquets and
single roses wrapped in stiff, clear plastic. A white plastic
bucket was filled with what looked like oversized daisies
with mauve petals and a center so yellow that they
couldn’t possibly be natural, but she didn’t care. They
looked bright and indestructible so she chose one stem
along with a bottle of fizzy water before she went upstairs,
sm iling at everyone she met. When she opened the door to
her apartment, her younger daughter ran to greet her and
she had to work hard not to cry actual tears for those arms
fast around her.
“I’m ecstatic!” Laura said the way she did when she was
trying out a new word, a new act, a new number. “I ’m
ecstatic, M ommy!”
“That’s great, Sweetie. I ’m so glad. How come?”
‘“Cause I’m ecstatic!”
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Ellie put down her bag and resisted the urge to slide
down next to it. Tomorrow was Friday. The weather was
finally getting better.
“Is that for m e?” Laura asked, reaching for the flower
that Ellie was holding up high so it wouldn’t get crushed.
“Yes, of course. It’s for everyone.”
Laura grabbed it and sniffed deeply, pretending it had a
scent. “Thanks, Mommy. I love it!” She spun the stem
between her palms, whirling the petals hard but they held
tight to the center.
“It’s for everyone, remember. Where’s M ags?”
“Homework, homework,” sang Laura.
“Don’t gloat!” Mags said from the kitchen. Ellie looked
at Laura, who pretended not to hear Mags or see Elbe’s
look and started repeating, “homework, homework,
homework-”
“Laura,” Ellie said, but Laura pulled her down the hall
to the kitchen.
“Daddy came home early, but then he had to go out. He
said he’d call you on your cell.”
“Oh, O K. Well, I was on the train.”
M aggie was leaning over the small kitchen table, her
math book pinned by both elbows. When Ellie kissed the
back of her head she murmured, “love you, Mommy”
without looking up, but Ellie knew that she meant it.
“Feeling better?”
“Uh huh. Stacy brought my homework by. Do you
think I can go to school tomorrow?”
“If you don’t have a fever.”
M aggie had been home four days with a flu that was
finally backing off enough for her to start the catch-up
work. Ellie knew that Mags hated to get behind, and hated
being old enough to be left home alone while Ellie went to
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work and David did errands and picked up Laura from
school. Ellie started to run her hands through the top of
M ags’ hair but stopped herself just in time. That was
another thing Mags didn’t like so much anymore. Ellie sat
down at the table across from Mags and Laura wedged
herself onto her mother’s lap, squeezing against the edge of
the table.
“Y ou’re too big,” Ellie said, wrapping her arms around
Laura’s waist.
The walls of the kitchen were painted bright yellow,
with high gloss blue enamel on the moldings and the trim;
that had been two years ago, when Ellie was looking to
cheer everything up. She thought that doing something
bold with the walls would make her bolder, and it had
worked for a while. The kids liked it too, especially when
she told them they could paint the walls of their bedrooms
any way they wanted. But the evolution from creative to
crappy was much faster than Ellie had thought it would
be. Now that M ags was in sixth grade she wanted posters
and magazine cutouts to cover everything up. Ellie didn’t
stop her, and it was starting to look a little like a scary
crazy person lived in her daughter’s room. One of those
people who spend thirty years covering the walls with tiny
mosaics. O f course she didn’t tell Mags that, and anyway,
whose fault was it that the paint job underneath was so
weird and awful? Ellie had thought that the blue of the
kitchen would look like Frida Kahlo’s house in Mexico
City, where she had been four years ago on a disjointed
vacation. But that didn’t make any sense either since she
lived in Harlem and didn’t have a house or a courtyard or
Diego Rivera.
Laura had redecorated her room by draping material
from her bureau to the bunk bed, over the top corner of the
bookcase and tying it off in a steep slope to the radiator.
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Ellie worried every time the cat jumped in the middle of it
that the bookcase would come down on their heads. But it
did look beautiful once she turned the lights out for
bedtime and she and Laura would lie together on her bunk,
only an arm’s length from the ceiling, watching the way
the streetlight shadowed the bolt of orange silk someone
had given Laura for dress up. N ot silk, really, must be
some kind of rayon, but it slipped around your hands like
water, that was the main thing. Rayon seemed like a
miracle to Ellie, because she had once been told it was
made from wood. Woven pulp, like the cedar clothes the
Indians wore on the Pacific Coast in those old
photographs. It couldn’t be true, thought Ellie, as she
went to their bedroom to take off her shoes, tight pants
and good shirt. Why would they have worn cedar when
there were all those animals around to kill? It was a good
place to live, the Pacific Northwest, never got too cold and
there was plenty of fish. But Ellie had moved back to New
York from Portland just a year before her father died, and
she was glad to be back where it snowed hard every winter
and you could get sushi on the corner.
She heard the door open, and the sound of David's keys
clattering into the dish by the front door. She could smell
garlic from the Chinese place. He poked his head into the
door of the bedroom as she pulled her t-shirt quickly over
her head.
“Hey, Sweets. I got take out.”
“That’s good. Tired?”
“On the phone all day.” He was already moving to the
living room, where they had a big table for everyone.
“Come on, girls. Mooshu V eg.”
Dinner, bath, bedtime. Ellie always did the bedtime
reading because David would fall asleep every time, even
with a short book. On the nights when she came home late
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from the chiropractor’s office where she worked as a
receptionist (just for now, just to bring in a little extra),
she would find David taking up almost all of the bunk bed
and Laura trying to shake those huge, immovable
shoulders, pleading and frustrated, “Daddy, wake up!
Daddy!”
He would wake up briefly, over and over, only to drawl
off quickly over the next few sentences. He worked for
himself, import/export, so he worked all the time. Ellie
never woke to find him in bed with her; he was always at
the computer long before it had gotten light outside. Ellie
had always hated to go to bed as a child, and she still liked
to be the last one up at night, having tea and sneaking
chocolate alone at the kitchen table with a magazine. But
in the last few months she had started taking pills to be
able to sleep at night. Ju st homeopathic ones with
ingredients that soothed the tongue to repeat: Valerian
Root, Passiflora Incarnata, Avena Sativa. She assumed they
weren’t addictive, because they were only made from
plants. O f course, so was heroin, but Ellie usually thought
too much about those kinds of things, so she decided not
to be ridiculous and just take the pills.
She turned to David in bed that night and he pulled her
on top of him almost too quickly but it worked that he
wanted her that much. Snatches of the map of human
anatomy that hung opposite her desk at work started
running through her head like a song played in red and
yellow; the Radius, the Ulna and Lunate bones, ladders to
their pleasure. There was an anchor in those strong curves
from wrist to elbow to shoulder as he held her tight
against him, her body small and intent. Sex had always
been good with them, or nearly always. They longed in the
same ways, if not always at the same times. After, he slept
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fast and she curled around him, her top foot nestled
between his heavy thighs, reassured again.
Someone was crying. Ellie woke abruptly and pushed
David off her. She was out the bedroom door and down the
hall toward the bathroom, forgetting she was stark naked.
Mags was on the toilet, her hand clutching the seat, long
hair tangled around her face and bare feet looking as big as
Elbe’s on the tile floor.
“What is it, honey? W hat’s wrong?” Ellie crouched
next to her, a hand to the middle of her back.
“It hurts, it hurts to pee.”
“What is it?” David was in the doorway now, and Ellie
turned to see him standing there naked as well; his penis
looked so openly displayed and unbidden, she moved to
block him from M ags’ view. “Are you sick, honey?” he
asked Mags, who sniffled and nodded her head.
“She’ll be all right,” Ellie said, “Go back to bed. W e’ll
be fine.”
“I’m not all right,” moaned Mags.
“Well, what is it? Did you throw up?” David asked.
“It hurts to pee!”
“W hat?”
“Go back to bed, David.” Ellie knew she was sounding
horrible, but she couldn’t help herself. “I’ll take care of it.”
“O K ,” he murmured, yawning, then added, “I ’m sorry,”
in his wounded voice. Ellie didn’t turn her head, just kept
stroking M ag’s back, hoping he would leave them alone.
He looked so big and so naked.
She waited until he had turned to go, then started
asking Mags what happened.
“I don’t know. I woke up to pee and it really hurts.”
Mags started crying again and Ellie wondered what time it
was.The birds hadn’t started up yet. There were birds
everywhere in Harlem, and not just pigeons; shimmering
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starlings, doves with dense gray feathers, peacocks that
screamed from over in the Cathedral garden, and seagulls
high above it all to remind the city that it was still a port
town.
Ellie started to run a bath for M ags and wondered about
getting cranberry juice from the all-night grocery store. It
wouldn’t be safe to go out this late. She could send David.
No. They all had to get up in a few hours for school. She
eased M ags into the tub and turned the bathroom light
down with the dimmer switch. How could a twelve-yearold get a bladder infection? Ellie used to get them all the
time, back when she used a diaphragm, but of course she
had learned to recognize the first signs and start slamming
cranberry juice right away. Maybe they just started to
happen when you got into puberty and Mags hadn’t
known, hadn’t paid any attention until it was really bad.
She still hadn’t gotten her period, though any day now.
After all, her breasts were nearly as big as Ellie’s, and she
had starting growing pubic hair in the fourth grade. Ellie
pulled a terry robe off the back of the bathroom door and
sat on the edge of the tub, holding M ags’ hand. Mags was
starting to relax a little in the warm water when she spread
her legs.
“M om ?”
Ellie stopped breathing in her effort not to gasp.
M aggie’s labia were distended and swollen, almost
unrecognizably painful looking in the water. Ellie had
never seen anything like it. She turned the light back up
full.
“Mags— Your-um—your vagina, how long has it been
like that?”
“It was like that when I woke up! It’s so gross. It
hurts.” Mags was starting to get louder, and it sounded
like she was running out of breath between each word. “It’s
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like I ’m a freak or something, I’ll be like this forever! Look
at it! It burns!”
“You won’t be like this forever, Mags. You won’t.
You’ll be O K . Y ou’ve got some kind of infection, but
we’re going to the doctor in the m orning.” Ellie was good
at not showing panic. There was something very, very
wrong and every second she crooned and stroked and
soothed she knew it in the quick current of pain flushing
her body. Everything was not necessarily going to be O K ,
but all she could do for her daughter right now was to lie
about it.
Mags looked enormous in the waiting room of the
pediatrician’s office. The practice included adolescents, but
you wouldn’t know it today. The room was filled with
toddlers wiping their noses on their hands then passing the
snot-smeared plastic toys back and forth. It was a nice
enough office, she was a good enough doctor, but
everything looked worn down this morning. The numb
parents and feverish children all trying to just get out of
there and go home. Ellie held M aggie’s hand, and it was a
measure of how lousy M ags felt that she let her do it in
public. Ellie didn’t want to talk to the other mothers. She
wasn’t here for an ear infection.
In the examining room the doctor asked Mags to spread
her legs, then she gently pushed them further apart with
her latex gloves. Mags gripped Ellie’s hand tighter, and
Ellie had to ask her to let go so that she could see what the
doctor had asked her to take a look at. Ellie was a woman
who didn’t think that masturbation was a crime, and she
had explained everything simply and clearly to the kids
when the time came. She had the book that showed how
babies are made with real photographs; she had bought the
updated version of “Our Bodies, Ourselves” and the
American Girls “Care and Keeping of Me” for Mags the
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summer before. She had given birth twice and she certainly
knew what a vagina looked like.
She wasn’t a doctor, and she had to press her hand over
her mouth.
There were open sores. At least three external ones and
the doctor didn’t get a speculum to look inside. Mags
clearly couldn’t take any more probing. She hasn’t even
gotten her period, Ellie kept thinking. She hasn’t even
gotten her period. The doctor asked Ellie to leave the room
for a few minutes so that she could speak with Mags alone.
Ellie and Mags both asked why—Mags had never before
been alone in an examining room with the doctor. Then
Ellie got it. O f course. She told Mags it was O K , no
problem, and the doctor’s eyes cleared up immediately.
“W e’ll be right out,” the doctor said. “Then M aggie can
wait while I speak with you.”
Mags was trying very hard to be brave and Ellie kept
moving one foot in front of the other until she got back to
the waiting room. A little girl with bright red cheeks was
prying another child’s fingers off a miniature sink and
stove that came with well-balanced meals glued to hard
plastic plates. The red-cheeked girl yanked the dinner
plate triumphantly back to the stove and the other one
screamed and pointed. None of the mothers looked up
from their magazines.
Ellie walked a few steps down the hall and flipped open
her cell phone. Decided not to call David. N ot yet. Flipped
it closed. Flipped it open. Called her best friend, Jana.
Couldn’t speak when Jana answered the phone; started
crying outside the waiting room.
Mags came out, limping a little. Long legged gangly
girl. The kind of girl who bumps into things because she
hasn’t quite figured out the perimeters of her own body.
The kind of girl who stands around unaware that her knees
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are knocking together. Braces and hair all a mess with
bangs too long and pimples and breasts and hips with a
tiny child waist in between.
Now it was Elbe’s turn.
“It’s not that we think anything is necessarily— ”
“N o, I understand.”
“But of course, we have to consider the possibility— ”
“O f course.”
Elbe had never been inside Dr. Spader’s office before.
The room was so small that the doctor could reach the door
to close it without getting up. She swiveled her chair
around to speak with Elbe, who suddenly realized that she
had forgotten Dr. Spader’s first name. Joan? Karen? She
always wore bright colored jewelry, necklaces of zoo
animals or goldfish earrings; her eyes were tired behind the
cheerful glasses.
“Mags says that there hasn’t been anything
inappropriate,” she was saying, “but this is a very unusual
presentation of symptoms in a prepubescent child.”
“How could she get those kind of sores without . . .”
“That’s what is very confusing. But the first thing to do
is to get her out of pain. She is in a lot of pain right now-”
“I know, it’s-”
“So, I am going to give you a prescription and get you
into an excellent gynecologist-”
“A gynecologist? At what age do they usually need to-”
“Normally, we don’t send a girl to a gynecologist until
she becomes sexually active.”
“Which she isn’t.”
“But in this case we really need to have a gynecologist
take a look, I think I can get you in today.”
“Today?”
“Yes. Let me just make a phone cab. This doctor is very
good and has dealt with adolescents before.”
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“But she’s only twelve.”
“Let’s just get her in for a look. This is a very advanced
and painful outbreak, but it would be best for the doctor
to get a culture if Mags can stand it. Then, once she’s on
the meds she should start feeling a lot better. She’s been
sick all week?”
“I didn’t bring her in because there’s this flu going
around. Lots of kids in her class are out. Fever, you know,
but I was giving her Tylenol and I figured it was getting
better, so-”
“I don’t think you should have brought her in earlier.”
Doctor Spader said. “Let’s just take care of this situation.
Are there any brothers in the house? Boys in the
building?”
“Well, I mean, of course there are boys in the building,
and she goes to a regular school, you know—with boys. N o,
we don’t have any boys in the house except her D ad.”
“O K , that’s fine. It’s not that we should jump to any
conclusions, I just need to ask.”
“But, I mean, there’s only one way to get this kind of
thing, right?”
“Let’s get her feeling better first of all, she’s a pretty
sick girl. Why don’t you wait outside while I call Dr.
Allen.”
“Dr. Allen?”
“The gynecologist. Her practice is only a few blocks
away. ”
“Oh. O K .”
“If you can just wait outside, in the reception area.”
“Right. Oh, sorry. Thank you. R igh t.”
Ellie rearranged her face before she went to meet Mags.
Mags looked up at her, so sure of her mother knowing
what to do that it took Ellie’s breath away.
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“W e’re going to get you a prescription,” Ellie said.
“And we have to go see another doctor.”
“Another doctor? W hy?” All of the mothers turned
their heads.
“Ju st to see.” Ellie hoped that if she spoke more quietly
then Mags would as well.
“See what?” Ju st as loud as before.
“Honey, let’s talk about it once we get out of here,
O K ?”
“Why? W hat’s wrong?”
“Doctor Spader just wants another doctor to take a
look.”
M ags stared long at her mother and didn’t say anything.
She shut her eyes. “Whatever.”
“It won’t take long, it’s right near here.”
Mags shot up again in the seat. “Today? W e’re going to
another doctor today ?”
“Yes, honey.” Ellie could feel herself flushing and
turned in toward Mags, as if that could make everyone stop
listening. “We have to go today, but it won’t take long.”
“How do you know?”
“W ell, O K , I don’t. I don’t know how long it will take.
But we have to go anyway. W e’re lucky to get in right
away.”
“That’s really dum b.”
“I know.”
“Do we have to go ?”
“Uh huh.”
“Does Dad know?”
“N ot yet. I haven’t called him yet.”
“Why not?”
“Because . . . because I ’d rather call him when we leave
here, O K ?”
“O K! Don’t yell at m e!”
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“I’m not yelling at you.”
“Yes, you are. Y ou’re yelling at me quietly.”
“O K , O K . I ’m sorry, Mags. O K ?”
“O K .”
“You were yelling.”
“Right. I’m sorry.”
Dr. Allen’s office was filled with pregnant women.
Now, Mags looked too young, and Ellie could tell they
were all wondering why Mags wasn’t in school. Jana had
come to meet them at a Starbucks between appointments
and now she was keeping Mags talking about “Gossip
G irls” so that Ellie could just stare. All she wanted to do
was look at the pamphlets about unusual obstetrical
conditions. When they called M ags’ name, Ellie got up
with her, but the nurse didn’t let her go down the hall.
This was the grown up doctor's office. Ellie tried to explain
that Mags had never had an exam like this before but the
nurse shooed her away. The doctor would speak with her
privately, after the examination. Mags wouldn’t look at her
mother, embarrassed, but Ellie knew she was scared.
“I’ve never told her what a speculum is,” she said to
Jana, back in the waiting room. “They won’t let me in
there. I don’t even know what this doctor is like.”
“She’ll be good.You like your pediatrician, right?”
Ellie noticed the gray in Jan a’s hair for the first time,
and immediately wondered if she looked as old as she felt
this morning. Ellie was used to looking young because she
had always been thin, but neither of those things was really
true anymore. Three of her childhood friends had died over
the last five years. These are the early deaths, someone had
said to her. And she still felt too young not to have a father
anymore.
“Y ou’re letting your hair grow out?” she asked Jana.
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“For now.” Jana pushed it back behind her ear. She was
five foot eleven, in a matching skirt and jacket with
expensive black heels that brought her up to over six feet.
She carried her weight as if she could walk through a wall
if she needed to. Jana still drank and smoked and ran her
own PR firm on 46th and Madison. They had known each
other since high school, when Jana was a jock and Elbe was
a druggie. Nobody in high school ever understood why
they liked each other, and neither of them had stayed
friends with anyone else from those days.
“Is David coming down?”
“I haven’t called him .”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. I’ve just been—getting here, getting her
something to eat at Starbucks.”
“There’s nothing to eat at Starbucks.”
“What do you mean?”
“Why haven’t you called David?”
“I just want to know everything before I call him. He
gets so worried, is all. I want to have as much information
as I can before I tell him anything. I mean, he knows we’re
at the doctor. She was sick last night, like I said.”
“O K .”
“H e’s not really good in a crisis.” Ellie rubbed her eyes,
then pushed her hands against the side of her jeans in fists.
“Can I borrow your lipstick?” she asked Jana.
“Sure. It’s kind of orangey brown, but that should be
O K on you.”
Ellie balanced the lipstick and the compact and
portioned her face into different circles in the mirror.
“Thanks for coming, J . ” She didn’t mean to sound
shaky.
Jana smiled hard at her.
“Lipstick helps,” Ellie said, flipping the compact closed.
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“Lipstick helps.”
Doctor Allen was too young and her hair was too bronze
and curly. Ellie didn’t like her doctors to look like models.
She sat down in the chair opposite the large glass-topped
desk that had no framed pictures of young children.
Naturally Dr. Allen thought this was a result of abuse. She
had gotten a culture and was going to run tests for all the
STD's.
The
doctor’s
excitement
masked
with
condescending concern enraged Ellie, who knew that
everything coming out of her mouth now sounded like
some Mother of Tragic Teen: this could happen to you.
Mags was the most honest person she knew. M ags was
more honest than she was. Mags told her everything. But
Ellie read the tabloids at the grocery store like everybody
else. All the mothers who thought that way ended up with
a daughter who dropped a newborn in the garbage
dumpster behind the DQ one sunny morning. So what
exactly did this doctor mean by getting an objective
opinion? Ellie felt like a criminal while nodding at this
hair product with a degree from Johns Hopkins. They
could try to prove something and take her girl away. What
had this woman said to M ags? And what had Mags said to
her? It m ight sound bad to ask, and she knew the doctor
would never tell her, as if Mags needed to be protected
from Ellie and David.
And David.
In the taxi home: “What did she say to you, honey?”
“She asked if anyone had touched me down there. She
called it my ‘private parts’ like I'm still in pre-school.”
“Well, she has to ask, because usually it’s only through
sex that people get those kinds of sores.”
“Gross.”
“Yeah. But those things do happen.”
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“I know, Mom. I just spent the whole week at home
watching TV. It’s the only thing that’s on.”
“W hat?”
“She even asked if Dad had ever done anything. That’s
disgusting. H e’s my Dad, G od.”
David was protective and awkward that night. It was
girl stuff, and Mags didn’t want to talk about it either. She
just wanted to be left alone to watch a video and wait for
the drugs to start to work. She wouldn’t wear any
underwear, just a long T-shirt because of the pain. Ellie
wished Mags would be more careful about letting her shirt
ride way up, even though she was only sitting around on
the couch, even though she was hurting, but Ellie didn’t
say anything. She gave Mags a blanket and got three pills
into her before bedtime. They never got to watch TV on a
weeknight, but tonight they all watched even when they
were eating dinner, so that made it a great Laura night.
Later, Ellie put Laura to bed and when she came out she
found both of them asleep on the couch. Mags was curled
up under David’s arm with her whole bottom and pale legs
exposed, the blanket wilted onto the floor. The rise of her
hip out of the hollow of her waist was the same hip as a
marble statue Ellie remembered from the Rodin museum
in Paris, when she was living there, back before David or
Mags or Laura. There had been a poem with it: Je suis
belle , je suis belle, comme une douce reve de pierre. She
used to speak French so well, and now she strained for
meaning when she overheard people in the neighborhood
speaking African French from the Cote D ’Ivoire. “I am
beautiful, I am beautiful, like a sweet dream of stone.” The
poem had been by Rimbaud. Or maybe it hadn’t, and she
suspected that the words weren’t quite right either. But
she remembered Rodin’s house, with the ground floor
filled with overcast light and the narrow garden behind.
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You were allowed to sit in the garden and walk through
the house for free with a student pass. Ellie had known
nothing about art except how looking at certain objects
made her feel: a private, uncomplicated bliss. She had gone
back again and again, most of the time alone, to look at all
of that sex coming out of the stone and metal. M ags’
perfect hip rising from her curved torso. Ellie had been
very young but not at all innocent when she lived in
France.
David’s head was thrown back against the couch, mouth
open in abandoned unconsciousness. His wrist was resting
on M ags’ shoulder, hand hanging suspended over her, but
it wasn’t touching anything it shouldn’t be touching. They
were just sleeping, both of them, and Ellie felt so frozen
with tenderness that she just looked at them for a while.
Picked up the blanket to tuck around them, then changed
her mind and shook them both awake. Led Mags back to
her room so that she could fall into her own bed, sleepy
from the day and the drugs and the night before.
“You know that’s what they think,” Ellie said later, in
bed.
“Assholes.”
“O K , but . . . I mean, it’s their job to ask. They must
see it sometimes.”
“What else did they ask her?”
“I don’t know.”
“I can’t believe they asked about me. It’s like my Mom
last summer.”
David had taken both kids to visit his mother in Los
Angeles when Ellie was working and camp was over. Mags
and David had been outraged that Nana had gotten angry
at David for showering with Mags after swimming in the
condominium pool. They had both taken off their suits in
the shower and came out with towels wrapped around.
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Nana had yelled at David and embarrassed everyone as
usual.
“But Mags is getting older, now. Even last summer. I
mean, your Mom is right about that. Look at her body.”
“Oh, come on, I ’m her D ad.”
“But you still have to be careful.”
“O f what?”
“O f being naked around her; her being naked around
you.”
“She doesn’t care. It’s no big deal.”
“This is a big deal, David.”
“This is something else, I don't know. We would know
if anything bad had happened.”
“Sometimes people don’t. Kids don’t always tell—even
M ags.”
“N o, I don’t think so.”
“Then how did this happen? It’s not ‘something else’.
It’s something you get from having sex with a person
who’s got it.”
“I know how you get it, Ellie.”
“I just don’t know what’s happening here. And I wish
you had been at the doctor’s with me. I knew what that
woman was thinking and I was scared to ask questions.”
“You should have called me. I would have come down.”
“I know. I'm sorry. I was going to call you, but it was
just all happening so fast and we had to go right to this
other doctor and it got really confusing.”
Ellie waits to see if he will call her on the lie. Stopping
all the talk now, at last. But as she waits she realizes that
he has fallen asleep.
Those are his hands lying quietly on the sheets, but
what does she know about those hands, really? If he woke
up right now he would have no idea what she was
thinking.
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Yes.
Whether it ever happened or not she can believe it of
him. It is cold, cold, cold to know that much is true. The
kind of cold that sticks your tongue to the ice. And where
will she go now and what will she do with her daughters
and herself? She sits on the edge of the bed until morning
because she can actually believe it of him.
The next morning Doctor Allen’s office calls. The
culture came back because she put a rush on it. These are
not genital sores. They’re the kind of sores found most
commonly in the mouth. Had M aggie had any fever
blisters in her mouth during the flu? Yes? The doctor’s
best guess is that M ags somehow spread it from mouth to
hand to vagina, possibly when wiping herself after going
to the bathroom. It’s very unusual for it to spread like that,
but not impossible. It’s just another body cavity, the
doctor says blithely, the mouth, the vagina, things can
fester anywhere in the body that is a conducive
environment for growth.
Ellie hangs up the phone and looks at the rubble of a
pancake breakfast piled on the counter. She fills the sink
with water so hot it hurts her hands, and puts everything
in there to soak off the maple syrup, though she has never
done that before and it seems pointless to wait until later
to wash the dishes. She takes a breath to tell David the
good news, but she doesn’t know what to say first.
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