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Аннотация
A collection of 23 big, fierce stories by xTx.


xTx
Normally Special

For Roxane who is helping me believe


For the Girl Who Doesn’t Know She Has Everything

A part of me inside a part of you but you didn’t know it yet. Not then. Instead, you kept on crying whenever you felt so lonely it made you want to swallow pills, cut yourself, say yes to boys. If you had known I was there, waiting to be born, maybe it would have made a difference. But you didn’t. It wasn’t time. You had to keep falling down. You had to endure everything that would eventually become scars.

A part of you inside a part of me but I didn’t know it yet. Not then. Instead, I felt as lonely as you. I did my own crying, my own cutting, my own swallowing of pills; I was made to say yes to boys — all of them. If I had known you were there, waiting to be born, maybe it would have made a difference. But I didn’t. It wasn’t time. I fell down too. Maybe not as much as you — maybe only stumbles, bumps, scrapes, burns, but still they scarred.

Those times you put down the razor, that was me forcing your hand. Those moments where you told them no, that was me giving you strength. Each time I stepped back from the ledge, that was you pulling me back. Whenever I kept walking instead of falling down, that was you holding me up.

We were saving each other then

so we could save each other now

and so we do.

And so we are.

The Duty Mouths Bring

Best friends: this tape gun, this box cutter, these boxes, the hurt floor, the ache becoming inside my walls of skin. It’s a dark corner I bust my ass in, but it’s mine. It’s a hard day, but I do it. I make sure they see me do it: they are watching anyway. Always watching.

There are no choices in poverty.

He comes up from behind me and when I turn, my hair falls into my eyes. His Cajun hand reaches and moves the strands behind my ear. When I flinch I see the light in his eyes go out and I want to take it back but it’s too late; he’s already seen me detest him. “You’re dirty,” he says, his eyes reviewing me. I do my best not to look down. I keep his eyes with mine. He puts his hand back onto the handle of his cart and pushes it away with heavy steps. It thunders as it rolls. I want him to know I am watching him go, but he doesn’t and I have lost yet another place where I could be thought of as more than.

I pull the thick stack up by the plastic cord that binds it all and heave it onto my own cart. I do this four, five, six times. My back hurts. I’m a mess. Dirty, like he said. I’m feeling every bit of being a woman. I resent the weakness of my sex.

My hair falls into my eyes.

I unfold, fold, slap, drag, and tear. Unfold, fold, slap, drag, and tear. I know who made these boxes: I see their names in the rhythm. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand. The fronts are stained black, nails broken. I have four new cuts. My pants keep sagging, but I can’t break the rhythm to pull them home. Breaking the rhythm cuts the count. Breaking the rhythm means more time, in the end. It means I’m not as good as them, not as strong. It means they were wrong in the chance they have given me. Unfold, fold, slap, drag, tear. Unfold, fold, slap, drag, tear.

Each day I can stare at Juan for at least four hours if I wanted to, but my eyes need to be mindful of what my hands are doing, so Juan can’t be stared at, just stood across from and taken in. He sings softly in Spanish sometimes. The words sound like love. I always wonder what they mean. Even if we could talk to each other, I don’t think we would. He has a face like a minefield. I should be wary. My piles need to be as many as his or I will get marked down. If his start to surpass mine I catch his eye and smile, interrupting his rhythm, tripping up his hands, halting his song. I catch up in the moment he gives me. It’s a necessary dance, each step survival.

So many mouths; I sit alone and watch them break. Tacos, soda, sandwiches, conversation, cigarettes, laughter— nothing on their faces standstill. Mine sits quiet in the sun, wary not to break, but ready. I finish a sandwich made from donated cheese. It’s gummy and bitter. I smoke a cigarette. When the foreman yells, they filter inside. I follow, feeling future pains in almost every part of me. I think of other mouths, smaller mouths. I punch back in.

Water is Thrown on the Witch

When I see the clothes you’ve laid out for work, when I walk past the closet and I see them laid out on the bench in perfect top to bottom order, when I walk past fast and it catches my eye, my first thought is always — you melted. The pool of you is now evaporated and gone. In that moment there is a feeling of elation like a spark before I realize it’s just a flattened pile of clothes, and then I feel guilty. And then I question the spark and what it means, and it’s because I know what it means that I refuse to look at it or pretend it even happened.

The Importance of Folding Towels

I have been schooled in the art of folding towels. Excuse me, the proper way to fold towels. I have graduated magna cum lazy from the University of Why Can’t You Do Anything Right. It only took me 26 years to add proper towel folding to my list of accomplishments. It’s true. It’s number three, right behind marrying him, giving birth to Lucy, and giving birth to Sam. Or at least, that’s how he would make it seem.

“Like this,” and he’d fold the corners. Each fold was a slamming door.

“Like this.” Slam.

“Like this.” Slam.

“Like this.” Slam.

And then, “See?” A fuck you.

I stood there, as I was supposed to. My arms were crossed because that was my fuck you. That was the loudest slam of a door I was permitted to make. My own arms folded, against my own chest, still. Fists clenched, my heartbeat a hummingbird’s.

I am trying not to cry.

Sammy is crying. It’s his daddy’s door slamming that makes him cry. I turn to pick him up and his daddy tells me no. Slam.

“But the baby is crying.”

“He’s three years old, don’t call him a goddamn baby.” Slam.

My arms crossed and crossed fists clenched and clenched. See that? See how I have folded arms. See how my fists clench.

“You will learn first.”

Little Sam, still crying, now at my leg, it’s in his arms, his arms go up, my arms are folded, my fists are clenched.

“Do it.” Slam. He throws a towel. At my face.

“Mommy has to fold a towel now, son.” Slam.

Sammy doesn’t understand and neither do I. I decide to get this over with. I fold the towel. I fold the towel. I keep folding the towel. I fold all of the towels I can. I fold every towel in the world.

Standoff

The buildings balance on the plate, precarious. I set it down safely. They stand, secure. If all goes well, they will be gone soon. I visualize a rubble of crumbs.

He’s sitting on his bedroom floor, kneecaps even with his head. His fingers click crazy on the controller concealed between his thighs. His tongue is pressed wide between lips rounded and tucked, hiding the rose of them. He’s playing Xbox. I pray today he will eat breakfast.

“I’m not hungry, mom,” he says without looking up.

He never looks up.

“You need to eat. You’re getting too thin,” I say. “Look! It’s a bacon house with a pancake roof! See the toast tower? Chocolate milk juice!”

My voice sounds like a cheerleader’s.

He almost grunts and then says something about “we gotta kill these guys” into his headset mouthpiece. I stand for a moment deciding whether to touch his hair before I leave his room. I cannot risk him pulling away again; my heart has too many knives right now. Yet the pinprick of possibility that he would let me heavies my hesitation, such a prize.

I decide the risk is too great and I go.

When I check on him, an hour later, the food still sits, cold, like me.

I take the food buildings away. They crumble into the sink.

***

He is tucked in and I leave with my one guarantee still warm on my lips. It has been eight or more days since he stopped sleeping next to me. The space is cold again, wide again. Even when he was there, it was not much smaller, his frame so flimsy inside the most burdensome of gaps — a dead father’s side of a bed.

During the first days he’d crawl in from my side and roll over the top of me until his body rested perpendicular next to mine, two lines in a broken barcode. He’d stay that way through the night, as if by leaving the gap vacant, it might be filled again.
It made me regret the tales we’d tell him of fairies coming in the night, taking and leaving things in our beds while we slept.

The last one that visited only took.

***

He’s never really been a big eater so this struggle is not new, but the circumstances are so dire and life-changing, and therein lies my worry. I need to know what to do. His care is my concern. Mine alone.

I ask myself what I did before and the answer is — nothing. It was his father.

“Race you to the bottom of the bowl, champ!”

And so would go the stew.

“Two more bites and you get an extra half — hour of Xbox tonight!”

And so would go the spaghetti.

“Twelve more peas and I believe we will be the World Pea Eating Champions. We can do this!”

And so would go the peas.

I would make a certificate on the computer with both of their names and present it to them after the meal. It would hang on the fridge with the rest of them — Pork Chop Eating Champions, Baked Potato Eating Champions, Asparagus Eating Champions, and so on.

They are still there, overlapping and white, feathering our refrigerator.

I am not sure what I should do with them.

I am not sure of many things now.

I think there should be a “t” at the end of the word “loss.”

***

At the dinner table with the emptiest chair, I continue my contrivance: Darth Vader head meatloaf, hot dog pirate ship, macaroni and cheese man.

A hot fudge sundae volcano.

I try to lead by example, eating the mast off the pirate ship, the right leg off the mac and cheese man, and spooning a forkful of Darth Vader helmet into my mouth. I chew enthusiastically and force myself to swallow.

“Mmmm… it’s good, baby. Try some. At least eat the sail or those two arms.”

He picks at it all, trying, but not really trying, to appear as if he’s eating.

“If you eat three forkfuls, I’ll kiss Chester,” I tell him. Chester is our goldfish.

“Can I go play XBox, please?”

Defeated, I clear the table. Dishes and food amass in the sink with a smell that taunts of failure. Chester swims, stupid.

I go to my bathroom and vomit my hard work into the toilet.

I lie down on our bed. My bed.

Across the house, the sound of chainsaws.

***

My son’s PE teacher leaves a message about his lack of class participation and asks me to phone her. I call her back and we make an appointment to discuss things.

When the day comes I drive to the school, park, and start walking. It’s only after many minutes of turns into long hallways and wandering down concrete corridors I realize I am lost. For a moment I feel invisible. For a moment I want to stay there.

The PE teacher’s name is Ms. Boyce. She looks like she is better than me. I sit across from her while she eases me politely into the matter at hand. I try to make my face look normal. It seems like it should be able to do that on its own, but still, I feel as if I need to force it somehow.

I don’t want her to know.

When her monologue breaks I ask her if she is a mother and if she knows any recipes that nine-year-old boys really like. I tell her I’ve been trying things with cheese and bacon.

She tilts her head and looks at me with her brow furrowed and then changes the subject back to my son’s withdrawing from the class, his lack of attention, and, of course, his weight.

I make sounds of agreement and understanding, nodding with my normal face and then, when she pauses, I ask her, “What about quesadillas? Don’t they like quesadillas? I thought I could use a cookie cutter and make them into…”

“Mrs. Stevens!” she interrupts, and then, softer, “Please, I need you to take this seriously.”

I tell her, “It’s ‘Ms. Stevens’ now.”

She mutters something in apology and our meeting fumbles to a polite close.

I walk back to my car, questioning my response. Does becoming a widow change your status to Ms. or am I still Mrs.?

I’m not sure.

I feel like I should know this sort of thing, or that I’m supposed to know.

But I don’t.

I don’t know much of anything lately.

***

It’s his father’s birthday, but he doesn’t know this. I know because I wake up alone again.

It’s a Sunday. My husband died on a Sunday. Or it could’ve been Saturday. When someone dies during the night there is no official time stamp. The day of his death was a best guess made by officials who needed to turn in paperwork. I have decided he died on a Sunday because that is when I woke up to him, unresponsive, unmoving, un…John.

Even though my touch knew better, I decided he died five minutes before I woke. I want to believe he stayed warm and sleeping next to me through the night, letting go at the last second. The thought of an entire night of him lifeless next to me, in a place where so much life was spent, was too much. The thought that the last hours we had were wasted on sleeping when we could’ve spent our night doing anything but was too horrible to bear. We could have made love, we could have tangled ourselves sweetly, we could have held each other hard and read our lives back to each other until it was time for him to go.

He could have prepared his son.

Or me.

Or something.

In honor of the occasion he knows nothing about I make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich cake.

He takes four bites. It feels like a gift.

***

I pick him up from school and the first thing he says is, “Brian Welsh’s mom overfed their hamster and it died.”

His tone is tinged with accusation.

“I think you overfed.”

I don’t know what to say. I know one cause of heart attacks is being overweight. I know his dad was the champion of many meals; the evidence hangs heavy in our kitchen. It weighs down our fridge.

Our lives.

The sight of the part of one of the things I have tried not to look at blackens my insides. A torrent of blame washes over me and I begin to drown.

Tears I have tried so hard to hide from him take over. I put them on display: flashing neon arrows, air horns, yellow highlighter strokes.

It takes him a minute, but eventually he reaches over and holds my hand.

I am the Champion of Failure.

***

I keep him home from school and make him nest with me in a fort made of blankets. Pillow walls pile around us; soft, protective.

My T-shirt rides up during fitful sleep. He pushes my ribs with his thumbs, counting me awake. He asks if he can make me a pizza sandwich. I do my best not to cry when I decline his offer.

“I bet I can eat it faster than you,” he challenges, his voice, sing-song and steadfast.

“Mommy’s not hungry anymore, baby. How ‘bout we play some XBox?”

He looks at me the way I normally look at him. It’s disjointing seeing my worry on such a young face.

His sunken eyes should have all the power to sway me, to make me care, but I am spent. I am empty. I am the air inside the blanket fort. We are out of supplies and the enemy never leaves our gates. We continue our standoff.

Father’s Day

I called my dad because it’s Father’s Day. He still calls me princess. “Hey, princess! How’s it going?” Whenever he calls me princess I smell him on me even when I hold the phone at arm’s length. It’s almost suffocating. I swallow and say, “Hi, Dad, happy Father’s Day. What’s on the agenda?” My dad always used the term, “agenda.” I think it made him feel smarter than he really was. “Not much. Claire just took in the laundry and we’re folding it. Larry King’s on.” His hands were the thickest, biggest, and dirtiest I’d ever experienced, even until this day. Even after being with construction workers and plumbers. “Sounds great, dad. Just thought I’d call and all… Check in and whatnot.…” He had this leather tool belt that made a sound like hell was about to break loose each time it would hit the floor. His pants would fall down along with the tool belt because they had no choice. I knew how they felt. “Thanks, princess. You take care.” He’d have already loosened his work boots. He’d step out of them and they’d sit there with his pants piled on top. I would stare at them imagining he’d melted. “Bye, dad.” He’d always be the opposite of melted and I’d never feel like a princess. Even when he’d call me princess soft and soft, then louder and louder as if he were trying to make it true.

Marci is Going to Shoot Up Meth With Her Friend

Throwing candy out to the crowd. I want to see all of their colors. I want to fall into the spray of them. I feel there is a cure there, somewhere, in the warmth and wet.

I now know my words won’t make you love me.

But I will keep trying because every wall in the world is waiting for the impact of my head.

The blood is still no consolation. Can you believe that?

When we finally go out for coffee it will be uneventful. My hands will still tremble because that’s what they do when they get close to the truth.

Uneventful means, “not what I need it to be” and, “not as good as I hoped it would be.”

I don’t know where to put my punctuation.

I know that no matter how cute I would be or how pretty you thought I was, you wouldn’t reach across to touch my face.

If all I want is lying beside you and you not wanting that moment to stop, even with more than enough clothes on, is that not such a small wish that could be granted?

I bought lollipops for strangers once.

I told an ugly girl she had the prettiest eyes I’d ever seen.

I get things off of high shelves for short old ladies.

Why can’t I get granted a fucking wish?

I am hiding from my gardener now. He is mean and brown.

She Who Subjected the Sun

The auction was hours over. The Coveted were made ready and released to their Keepers. The Buyers, who could now relax, settled in around the edges of the room, boasting their profits to one another behind the backs of hands, taking care not to sit near any of the Dispatchers. A confetti hum rose and fell as tense excitement built in the dim; the testing had begun.

Mine took me with an owner’s grip to a stool at the bar. I sat, hands folded, eyes down. I knew to be quiet and become small (Canon 14) as he went through my documents, asking me several questions about similar subjects — a drilling. He gave only what he wanted. I took it, which was my place (Canon 17). I told him my truth when asked, trying to give my voice strength, not wanting it to sound as feeble as it sounded to me. The Trials had already been so hard; I just wanted to get through the testing as quickly as possible.

Forty minutes later he says, “It’s time. Look at me.” And I know I have to. My head is stone heavy like the ends of my hair are tethered to the ground. His face will be forever and I don’t want to see it yet, there are years to see it, decades, and I am afraid of what I will find there. I must take care to breathe.

He repeats himself, more forcefully this time. I tilt and look, my neck cramping with the new movement. He is dark, as expected, his face wide, skin smooth, head, bald. He looks strong, bullish, and younger than I expected. His eyes grip mine and I shiver, feeling the intensity of his stare run through my body like a current. I now know the testing will be easy. He is a Keeper most Coveted would long for, I am a lucky one. I search his eyes for any kindness but he is not showing any yet. I know that won’t come until later, after the testing is through and my classification confirmed.

I know to keep my expression even (Canon 12), but he is a force and I am alone now and nervously blurt, “I was the top ranked in obedience during my Trials.” I cringe with the mistake as soon as the words leave my mouth.

“Then why do you speak without being asked? Do you not realize this is testing? Do you not see your file in front of me?”

I nod and look down. “I am sorry.” Feeble. Again.

“Cage fodder,” he slurs and the words create a pit in my stomach. What have I done? Have I already failed? I fear the cages. We all do.

I bring my drink to my lips, taking a long sip through the little red straw, and immediately regret the swallow as I am starting to feel tipsy. I should not drink to excess (Canon 13). My eyes cross, fighting to stare at the ice crowding the surface. I am upset I gave words without permission (Canon 6). It is one of the most basic of the Canons. My Trial Master would be irate.

He touches my face with his hand, my body flinches. “Sit still. Girl.”

Two statements, firm. There’s something in the way he says it that makes me feel adolescent. He pulls the straw out of my mouth and turns my chin so that I’m looking at him again. The stool swivels, taking the rest of me to face him. It’s then I realize I am squeezing my thighs together so tightly the muscles are beginning to twitch. My skirt, although draping my knees, does not feel long enough. He parts my lips with his thumb and pushes it into my mouth.

His thumb tastes faintly of tobacco but I suck anyway. The ice cubes in my drink rattle and turn in the glass I am shaking in my hands that are giving me away. My eyes can’t close and now he is smiling in a way that winners do, still no kindness.

Breathe.

He slowly pushes his thumb toward the back of my throat. I take care to lighten the scrape of my teeth over the bump of his knuckle. When my lips meet his hand I begin to choke and automatically reach for his wrist. “Uh, uh, uh,” he corrects, shaking his head, fingers now firm and pressing painfully into my jaw. My thighs clench again and there is a heat between them I know he must be able to feel.

Obediently, I put my hand back on my glass and the cubes return to their rotation.

I relax my throat, as I know how to do, as I have been taught. I feel my knees creating an inviting distance between them. He whispers, “Good girl,” and pulls his thumb back slowly. I hold it with my tongue as it moves; my eyes steady with his. “Yeah, that’s a girl.” He pushes it back in and I take it, tight and gentle. I now think he is considering me for a Roamer or a Subjected; I am hoping for the latter.

The hum of the bar has shifted now as the Keepers finalize their Coveted classifications. Dispatchers leave the walls and walk, waiting to be called. The tension is palpable but I keep my focus. It is important.

When the first scream breaks the drone I flinch involuntarily; my head begins to turn toward the noise, but I remember myself and freeze. The terror inside the pitch of the girl’s screams dwarfs any of the screams made by the animals used during the Trials. To compare them would be laughable. I could never be prepared for this sound or for what I know is coming. I want her to stop. I want to plug my ears. I do not. I can’t.

My Keeper raises his free hand and now I know it is my turn and I brace myself as calmly as I can. A Dispatcher drags the screaming girl next to our stools. My Keeper tells the Dispatcher to begin and he does. I hold my eyes to my Keeper’s and he raises an eyebrow, tilts his head, waiting for me to fail, but I don’t, even when he tells me to watch. I continue taking his thumb like a lover while the Dispatcher breaks the girl. A few minutes pass before my Keeper nods his head and dismisses the Dispatcher, who lets the girl’s body fall to the floor, useless.

When the gun goes off there are reflexive screams from many of the Coveted, but not me. I am still busy with my mouth and tongue. “Good girl,” he says, praising my focus. I want to smile, but cannot. I know my Trial Master would be proud. More Dispatchers begin making some of the failed Coveted succumb and I don’t react. Their Buyers will be upset. I am again thankful I didn’t scream.

“You are doing well.” He pulls his thumb out of my mouth and rubs its slick wetness all over my lips, pushing them like clay, smearing them slippery. I close my eyes and make no attempt to stifle a moan.

He sees this. He knows. He laughs. “I have made a good investment.” And then, “Your testing is over.”

He tells me to stay and I do. When he comes back he takes my hand and brings me to my feet. I am careful to bypass the girl, but I cannot avoid what has come out of her. I do not look behind me, but imagine the tracks my shoes must be making in my wake.

We stop at the Processor before exiting.

“Papers, please.”

My Keeper hands him a thick folder and the Processor scans the pages within, shooting glances at me as he reads.

“Looks good,” he says, closing the folder. He eyes me again. “Okay, let’s code her. She one for the cages? We offer transport help if you need it.”

“No. She’s gonna be a Subjected. My cages are full enough already.”

My heart leaps and untwines at the sound of the word, “Subjected.” My future has been classified. I can walk this path, I think. I hope he is not too cruel in his needs. Even if he is, I must endure. I am a Subjected now.

The Processor lifts the hair over my left ear and snaps open the disc that lies flat against my skin. He punches the scanner’s keyboard and aims the scanner at the exposed disc. There is a high-pitched tone and then a hot flash of pain in my skull like a scab has been ripped off of my brain. Before I can muster a scream, it is gone.

The Processor looks at my Keeper, now officially, “She’s all yours.”

I trail him through hallways connected with heavy doors until we arrive in the transport hub. He puts me in the back of his vehicle and begins to secure me. I slip my legs into the slots and when he smooths my skirt against the curve of my thighs, I tremble. As he pulls and tightens the straps I can smell his strength; the musky stench of it lies thick against my skin. I put my hands into fists and hold them together above my head before he even has to tell me. He clips the metal around my wrists stopping just short of pinching my skin, but then, as if suddenly discovering his reign, pushes the cuffs once more, causing the metal to bite into my flesh. I use my jaw to tame my mouth. I breathe.

He releases the cuffs and studies my face and then asks how I am feeling. When I tell him it does not matter (Canon 7) he nods, grins, and shuts the door.

My Keeper drives the transport into the out of doors where the world is blazing with daylight. I surrender my eyes to the sun, holding my breath as the burning blindness reaches its peak then retreats. I am proud. I have beaten the sun.

For Her

I turn over the book and locate her name. I press my finger on the letters. I stroke her name, back and forth. I want her to feel me doing this somehow. I want her to know I care so much that feeling her name on a book which is just really flat paper that feels like nothing was something I felt compelled to do. I stroke her name and write her this letter in my head. It begins, “If you only knew…”

When it finally happens I hope she will be forgiving for my hands and my mouth will be as hungry and fumbling as that of a teenage boy’s. I hope for this. I dream of my face falling slack in front of her as she releases her bra to the floor. I dream of all of that soft secret roundness, being there, being given only to me, all for me. I see myself forgetting her eyes now as mine wrap around this new flesh, rude and hungry. I will reach for them grabby and earnest, burying my face into them eating them, everywhere with my lips no longer virgin to their taste. She will moan and say yes and run her fingers through my hair as I lick and suck and smother myself wet.

The Honking Was Deafening

The Chinese figure skater fell and it was sad. She looked like a little girl dancing for her father. She looked like a little girl in a new dress, spinning for her father. Look, daddy! Am I pretty, daddy? Daddy, am I pretty? And the falling part is when her daddy says, Leave me the fuck alone, I’m trying to read the paper.

She just lay there in her bubblegum pink, silver sparkle leotard. Her hair, pulled tight into a band of puffy feathers, hands splayed, the blades of her skates now mated with the air.

I watched her lie there. Everyone watched. When I saw that she was not making any attempt to get up, I put my coffee down and walked over to her. I knelt beside her and she smelled so beautiful and I thought, nobody here that is watching us, none of these people knows this, about her lovely smell.

I reached down and gently touched her on the shoulder blade.

I said, “Come on. You need to get up. All of these people…”

She said, “I know. I will. I will when I am ready.”

There was a “don’t fuck with me” resonance in her voice that was clear and clean so I got up, shrugged my shoulders at the waiting cars, and walked back across the intersection to get my coffee.

Their Daughter Played in the Boxes

The neighbors got a new washer and dryer this weekend. I heard the truck. It came early. I heard the metal slide and slam of the truck’s loading door or whatever it’s called. It sounded like WAKE THE FUCK UP! And also, I AM BRINGING NEW THINGS! I felt happy for my neighbors. New appliances are so exciting for at least three weeks. Week four they become just appliances. Week five and beyond you open and close them. Their noises that in the beginning were Tinkerbell pretty and magical now sound familiar. They do what you expect them to; their new and different skills are forgotten and taken for granted. It’s like they were always there, like this. Like the crappy old ones that were hated and cursed and kicked at never existed. Like life had not been improved after the trucks’ metal door slammed down and rumbled away. They are reliable and take up space.

I have appliances. They’ve been here for a long time. I think. Maybe not. Who knows? I forget. I want to recognize their Tinkerbell sounds. I should try. But all I hear is nothing new.

The Mill Pond

All of my tank tops are striped the wrong way for a girl of my size. They are also too short. My belly bulges out from beneath the bottom like, “Hey, wanna play with me?” My corduroy pants are also striped, but in the fabric. That is how they are made. My hair hangs like greasy blanket fringe. I feel like a stripe. I am a stripe. A big bulging stripe painted down the middle of a highway by a drunk highway stripe painting guy — probably my dad.

My mom won’t buy me new tank tops because she thinks forcing me to wear tops that are way too small for me is motivation for losing weight. I don’t tell her that the only motivation it is giving me is to put on my shortest tank top, go out in the backyard to my old playhouse, and kill myself with her sewing scissors.

“We can go shopping for some new clothes when your belly fits back inside, Tinker.” She says this in a voice that I would like to punch. Also, it is hard to judge an infant, I know, but there should be laws against naming your baby daughter Tinkerbell if the baby’s father’s family has a history of obesity. Seven pounds, two ounces at birth turning into 160 at age thirteen on a 5’2” frame is a recipe for misery. “Bertha” would’ve been kinder.

The tank tops belong to last summer. My belly belongs to this summer. My mom won’t buy me new tank tops because she is cheap and also poor, so she is blaming it on me and my belly. I wear my cords because I won’t wear shorts because of my thighs. They are too wide for the style of shorts they sell now. My thigh flab bulges out from the too tight leg holes. I tried on a pair of light brown ones once and my thighs looked like upside down ice cream cones. The flavor they looked like was a sort of watery peach strawberry swirl, like how if those two flavors melted out on a white kitchen floor in long thick strips that looked exactly like my legs.

There is no way I am going to wear boy shorts or my mom’s shorts. She actually told me, “It’s stupid to wear pants all summer, Tinker. Why don’t you wear one of my old pairs?” Then she held up a pair of jean shorts that looked like a perfect light blue square. I walked out of the trailer and after the screen door slammed shut I heard her say, “What?” and then, to herself, “I like them.” I could picture her through the side of the trailer, holding them in front of her, against her straight waist, a square on a square. I kicked a rock at the dog and then walked to the Shop N Save to get a Suzy Q.

Even in my cords my thighs rub together. My pants don’t wear out in the knees first. Ever. And, if I ever ran — which I never do — smoke would wisp from the hot friction, especially in cords. Something about the raised stripes mixed with the valleys between them. Air flow mixed with fusion energy or something. I think we learned about it in science class but I sit in the back, in the corner, away from everything, not paying attention, so I could be wrong. There is a window in the back of that classroom that looks out toward the road. Across the road there is an old farm. Next to the farm there is a field. Behind the field there is a row of trees. Behind the row of trees there is another field and then another row of trees and then there is the mill pond. I go to the mill pond a lot and so when I sit in the back of class and Mister Lewis is teaching about fusion energy and molecules and things, I stare out the window in the direction of the mill pond and his voice becomes cicadas.

***

I take the long way to the mill pond now. Last summer I would take the shortcut through Mister Dean’s property because it cuts out almost a mile. I’d duck through the broken part in the fence that separates his property from the road and I’d follow the chicken wire alongside his east garden until it hit his cornfields, and then I’d walk through the widest row until I came to the end of it and go through the fence and down to the dried riverbed before following that to where the field for the mill pond started. If you kept going straight on the riverbed, you’d get to the outside of town and that’s where the Shop N Save was. Cutting through Mister Dean’s property was the quickest way for me to get to both of my favorite places.

He’d always be out there in his garden. I’d hear him first. Whistling and humming, whistling and humming. He wore a ladies straw hat and it would bob above the tomato plants like a lady was there picking the ripe ones.

I never really paid attention to Mister Dean and I didn’t think he paid much attention to me, until one day he was just there leaning against a fence post like he was waiting for me.

“Your name’s Tinkerbell, right?”

“Yes.”

“Where you going all these times you walkin’ ‘cross my property?”

I didn’t want to tell him the mill pond because I didn’t want anyone to know about my secret place, so I just told him I was going to the Shop N Save to get a drink.

“I got a drink,” he said. “I got Kool-Aid. Why don’t you come up? It’s hot.”

I looked at Mister Dean and then I looked at the fence post and then I looked at my feet and then the fence post and then Mister Dean again.

“You come up or you don’t come ‘cross my property no more.”

And because I dreaded going the long way and because it was really hot and because I didn’t know what else to say, I came up.

And that’s how I started having Kool-Aids with Mister Dean.

He had a real house with a porch that only had one chair. He would make me sit on the chair and he would lean against the porch rail facing me or he would sometimes sit on the stairs, sideways, so he could look at me. Mister Dean was about as old as my mom, I guessed. I didn’t like how I could always hear his breathing, this raspy gurgle. It never left him, even when he was speaking. It made me think of the cicadas at the mill pond and how their buzz never stopped, it just filled up the air like a jar. Mister Dean’s breaths were like that, but they never became part of the everything so that eventually you didn’t hear it anymore. His shirts bunched funny in the back and I wondered if he hid black filmy cicada wings under them.

I found out later he did not.

***

I don’t know why they call it a mill pond because there is no mill. Maybe there was one there back in the 1800s or something, but now there is not. I sometimes walk around in the brush around the mill pond looking for, like, relics of a mill. Ruins, I guess, pieces of something that used to be whole. Like old concrete slabs or stones or a broken turny-wheel for energy making, the ones on riverboats like they have on the Mississippi. Maybe some sort of old chutes that look like playground slides, but rusted. Big wooden beams with iron spikes sticking out of them. Big chunky things that look like they were put together with strong hands that knew how to make things that would last forever. They’d be broken but still strong. They would still look dignified, even though they were just old pieces of something bigger.

The brush is high in places and where there is no brush, there are weeds. I have looked as much as I can even though I might get bit by ticks or snakes. I just feel like I want to find proof of something that I feel is true.

I never do.

***

We drank the Kool-Aid out of jelly jars that were always dirty, but I never said anything. We’d sit on his porch and drink the Kool-Aid until it was gone. We would talk about things that people talk about when they don’t really have much to say to each other, water-treading things. I looked at my Kool-Aid a lot; some days pink, some days red, some days purple or blue. Sometimes he’d ask me how old I was even though I had already told him before. Sometimes he’d look at me for a long while and then say, “Tinkerbell…” like he was rolling my name around in his mouth, and then he’d shake his head and laugh a little. He mostly looked at me and did little nods. And breathe.

I must’ve said something about Suzy Q’s once and one day he brought me one with my Kool-Aid. I told him, “No, that’s all right.” And he said, “No, girl, you go on. Eat it.” And I said, “No, I’d better not. My mom…” and he said, “Your mom, what?” And I didn’t want to tell him about how my mom won’t let me eat sweets and how she hides all her cookies even though I always find them and how I heard her on the phone telling her best friend Avery how “Tinker’s just gettin’ so goddamn big.” And, so, I just set that Suzy Q down on my thigh for as long as I could, like it wasn’t delicious, like it was a turd or a dead thing, like I wasn’t sitting there wanting with every part of me to shove it right into my mouth. But after a while, I did. I ate it. I ate the Suzy Q. I couldn’t help it.

Mister Dean watched me eat the Suzy Q. How I unwrapped it and shook it out into my fist like it was a squeezed out pup. How I let the wrapper fall. How it blew across the dirty porch wood and fell off the side. He watched how I took it with both my hands and pulled it apart, slowly. How I listened to the quiet wet split of the cream pulling away. How I smelled at it, the sweet chocolate scent erasing the faint cherry smell of Kool-Aid and the wet dirt smell from his just watered garden. He watched as I placed one half down on my thigh, cream side up, and ate the other half with my eyes partly closed like when I was alone. Shoving and chewing and swallowing until its length was gone and then licking each of my fingers clean of its guts. Mister Dean watched me eat each half like he’d never seen anyone eat anything before.

“You really like them things, don’t you?” His breath, for once, sounded gone.

And I didn’t answer because he already knew the answer.

“You want another one?” He asked me this in a voice meant for church.

And I didn’t answer that question either and he didn’t wait for it. He got up from the stairs and disappeared into the house. When he came out he had the box. He leaned himself against the porch railing, opened the box, got one of the little chocolate cream cakes, and reached it out to me, just far enough to where I’d have to reach.

“Say please,” he said.

I didn’t want to, but then I did.

Mister Dean watched and then Mister Dean made me say please two more times.

Later on the only please I would say would be followed by the word, “stop”

On the Kool-Aid days, I’d never make it to the mill pond.

***

There is a little dock on the mill pond. There is a little row boat tied to the dock. I guess it belongs to the farmer, but nobody uses it. It never moves. I know this because I put a rock on it once. I put the rock in a wobbly place so if someone were to use the boat, it would surely fall. The rock is still there. The rope that ties it has moss growing on it and a spider web that always stays the same. The oars sit like an X in the belly of it. It might as well be on land.

After I am done looking for ruins, I lie on the dock, on my back, and pull my tank top up to my boobies. I rub my belly in the sun. I pray nobody comes but I also hope they do. Nobody ever does. Dragonflies land on the rowboat rope and then they fly away and then they come back and then they fly away again. Sometimes they land on my knees. It’s quiet there. The water never moves. It doesn’t really have a shore. Its outsides are mostly cattails, and by the dock, lily pads. Every so often there are clear plops that break the hum of the cicadas that like to do their buzz when it’s so hot outside. Their buzz sounds like how the sun feels hot. The wet frog plops are the only cool sound out there. The middle of the mill pond is a perfect circle. The water is black, like it refuses to reflect the sky or can’t. From the sky, looking down on the mill pond, I’m sure it looks like a big green eyeball, the cattail heads brown flecks in the green, its middle the shiny black pupil, staring up at the clouds. Like me.

I think about falling into that black pupil sometimes. Untying the rope, disturbing the spider web, falling the wobbly rock, and climbing into the belly of the boat. I have never rowed anything, but I would figure it out and paddle through the iris of green cattails and lily pads until I got to the pupil. I could lie on the boat for a while, there in the middle of the pupil. Stare up into the sky with it, just me and the mill pond’s pupil. The dragonflies would find my knees and I would rub my belly in the sun. When I felt ready, I would stand up in the boat. I’d stand there in my too short, too small striped tank top and my stripe in the fabric pants and my blanket fringe hair and I’d think about the ruins I could never find. I’d think about how I knew what it was like to be a ruin. The cattails would watch and the cicadas would hum their buzzy heat song, and when I jumped into the pupil’s shiny black it would make a cool plop sound like the frogs do. On my way down I’d wonder if I would ever be found and how nice it would feel to be looked for.

Good Boy, Fritos

It’s ten a.m. and I’m eating Fritos. I enjoy the word “Fritos.” I’m not sure why. It sounds like a young Hispanic boy who brings me fish tacos on a blue plate and tropical overpriced drinks in glasses shaped like women. It sounds like he would probably adore me in an almost sexual motherly way that I would see clearly in his eyes and how they drop sometimes when I stare at him too intently. He would be almost chubby and I would pay him with hands in his hair.

I feel I would have the emotional advantage over Fritos in that he would need me more than I would need him. This would be a first for me and I would feel a sick power in this feeling.

I know if I asked Fritos to hurt himself because it would make me smile that he probably would.

But I wouldn’t.

Maybe.

Okay, if I did, I would start off small, like telling Fritos to take the plastic sword out of my pineapple, orange slice, Maraschino cherry garnish and poke his belly 33 times. I think it would be cool to watch. I would lie back in my intoxicated haze, under the Mexican sun and trace my fingertips over my tan belly while he did this. I would be smiling and when his laughing stops at around poke number 24, and when his smile disappears at poke 33, I would ask him to start over please, and this time, do it a little harder.

Sure, he’d hesitate at first, but that’s why I’d say, come here, Fritos and I’d smile, and I’d adjust my bikini top so it was not sitting where it should and when he took enough steps to reach me, which was only two, I’d run my fingers through his hair and smile when I notice him readying his sword.

A Brief History of Masturbation

Ages 5–6
I discovered that rubbing a soft bristle hairbrush in a quick up and down motion over the top of my underwear, tickled. I did not think of anything, I only felt. My mom caught me doing this in the living room one morning while I was watching Popeye. “What in the hell are you doing, little girl!?” I had not broken anything. I was not sneaking a cookie before dinner. I was not hitting my little brother. I didn’t know why she was mad; but then I did and quickly pushed the brush into the crack of the couch cushions and pulled the afghan up to my neck feeling a new kind of bad I’d later recognize as shame. On the black and white box Alice the Goon sang, “I love Popeye, I love Popeye…”

Ages 7–9
My dad gave me an old-fashioned school desk from when he was a little kid. It faced the wall in the corner of my room and I kept books and pens in it. The top of the desk chair was even with my crotch and if I used both hands to hold myself up against it, I could do little push-ups on the chair, creating a heavy friction on my privates. I would think about the pictures from the Joy of Sex book my dad kept in the back of his closet. I knew to close the door now, but the desk was old and squeaky so I had to listen for any heavy footsteps coming down the hall. As I got older and bigger, my pumping weight would tip the desk, making it jump off the floor, rattling the books and pens. I’d learn to lean forward on the chair to even out the axis until I was able to finish. I remember my arms were very strong for a grade schooler.

Ages 10–11
One day the desk broke, and when my dad asked how the chair could snap away from the steel base that connected it to the desk part I said I didn’t know and he looked at me suspiciously and I felt my neck and ears start to burn up to my cheeks. That’s when I discovered how to use my hands to do it; wetting my fingertips and rubbing and rubbing. I would think about the naked girls in the Playboys my older brother kept under his mattress. My dad took the desk out of my room and put a bookshelf there instead.

12
My parents had a New Year’s Eve party and I woke up to fat “Uncle” Steve with his hands under my sleep shirt. He smelled drunk and he told me shhhhh and kissed me on my mouth, his mustache bristly on my face. While he did everything I felt bad and good at the same time. I cried with no noise while thinking I wish I could scream or that I should scream. When he finished, he just left. I heard him walk down the hall, down the stairs, and I heard him shout, “Frances, get me another fuckin’ beer!” and everyone laughing in response. I didn’t know if he meant my mom or my dad, because my mom’s name was Frances and my dad was named Frank but “Uncle” Steve always jokingly called him Francis. I remember thinking that it really didn’t matter, that nothing really mattered.

13–Current Day
I kept using my fingers. Sure, once in a while I’ll use a vibrator — spice things up. I watch porn and do it sometimes. Okay, a lot. But most of the time I do it before I go to bed, in the dark, alone. I’ll start out thinking of me with a man, or with men; people I know, people I don’t. I never let the men be kind to me and what always gets me off the quickest is if I imagine myself an innocent girl being taken by a fat man with a disgusting mustache. It makes me feel bad and good at the same time.

Fireflies

This one time I was doing karaoke in a dive bar in Ohio. It was just after I learned that fireflies were real, which, when that happens to you, feels like anything magical could really exist. I was drunk, which really goes without saying when you first say that you were doing karaoke. It was a Sublime song and I forget which one it was, but I don’t think that really matters. What matters is that afterwards, this pretty good — looking Podunk guy we were hanging out with took me by the hand to the bathroom like we were late for a meeting and he shut and locked the door and started kissing me and he pushed me up against the sink and after about 30 seconds he squatted down and started unbuttoning my jeans. I was like, whoa, nelly! He said, I wanna taste you and the way he was looking up at me… And in my head I was like, you kiss me for 30 seconds and then you go straight to eating my pussy? And then I was like, how the fuck do I get out of this? And then I coaxed him back up to my mouth with something about saving the best for last or something probably lamer or more clever and then I don’t remember but I escaped. My friend who showed me the fireflies drove us home. A deer that ran into the road almost killed us. All the lessons that were learned that night are remembered but not necessarily practiced. What I do remember most though are the fireflies, and how she proved that they were real by squishing one across her palm. It left a fluorescent streak. It made me feel like screaming.

Exactly Raisins

She sprinkles Craisins over the salad authoritatively.

It’s okay, you really only need some sort of dried fruit, really. It doesn’t have to be exactly raisins.

She is a mom and I am not.

Let me see that, and she tips the edge of the glass measuring cup I am holding.

She hums mmm-hmmm while poking her nose. It moves in small figure eights. I try to see her eyes to determine what that might mean, but they aren’t looking at me so I can’t exactly tell.

She releases the rim and I pour the dressing I had just finished whisking on top of the grainy green bubbles of broccoli, the red of the Craisins pokes through the liquid white like they are trying to survive. I feel like saving them. I know they were never meant for this.

She picks up the giant bowl and holds it against her stomach like bag of groceries and tells me to “give her that spoon,” which I do.

She turns away and begins to stir. The back of her is a monolith.

All I can hear are grunts. They are the ugliest sounds I have ever heard.

I Love My Dad. My Dad Loves Me

It is difficult to masturbate about your father, but not impossible, as it turns out.

By the time I decided to try it my chest had already unclenched, not from crying, but because I removed myself from the interrogation that had brought it on and did tactile things. I washed dishes, opened a Newcastle, put a beach towel down on the patio.

When I took off my clothes and lay down on the terrycloth, I had emotionally estranged myself from whatever it was that had brought about the tangle of emotions that tight-roped somewhere between sex and fear. I just wanted to make myself interact with the outside world, even if it was just fresh air and the sound of birds and lawnmowers.

The sun was hot on my skin but not too hot. Every time I lay out under the sky wearing really only nothing it makes me horny. There’s something about the sun falling on skin that’s normally hidden. Maybe the receptors there are more sensitive to the rays or something. I don’t know. That’s when the challenge to masturbate about my dad came back into my mind and I thought, let’s give science a chance here.

I started as I always do, licking my fingertips and moving them south and then in small up and down motions, circular, up and down, circular, circular, up and down, up and down, I cleared my mind and then thought about my dad.

I tried.

I tried and tried and tried.

And while images of him came and went, my clit wasn’t responding and my brain couldn’t keep an image of my dad long enough from me to even get an image to generate a proper scenario to hold on to.

After a long while the images started to come easier, but they were fleeting. My dad was younger. His skin tight and tan, his hair black. There was a lot more of it. His chest hairs were not gray. He had his clothes off. He was holding his dick. I was a little girl. I was naked. I was tan. My dad’s face. Again and again. He is naked. We are naked in the swimming pool. He is holding me against him. His dick is bobbing up against my bare buttocks. I am still not aroused. My dad lying next to me. We are sideways. We are naked. I am hairless. He is stroking the length of me. My dad’s face. My dad holding his dick. My dad standing in front of me, I am sitting on a toilet, we are naked. He tells me to watch him. My dad lying on his side naked. I am lying on my back naked. He is holding himself. He is looking all over me. He tells me that’s a good girl. He is masturbating. I am getting aroused now. He is masturbating and he is telling me that’s a good girl that’s a good girl that’s a good girl and I am just lying there and then I am back on the toilet again and he is standing in front of me that’s a good girl that’s a good girl and he is jerking off in front of me and I am coming and I came.

I wonder about it all, why the father that came into my head was so young, the places and positions so specific. Then I think about how much I like watching men masturbate. Then I think, no. I think, I am creating drama in order to justify my perversions.

My dad never touched me when I was young.

He never did bad things like this.

These were things in a perverted woman’s imaginative mind.

I love my dad. He loves me. It’s made up. It’s not any kind of fucked up memories dredged up from some forgotten, deeply buried incidents.

I am pretty positive. I mean, there were other things, but never with my dad. I am pretty positive about that.

I think it is weird that I did this but I think maybe part of me “made him” his younger self because if I pictured him how he is now, his old self, gray, skin sagged, hunched, that would just be horrible and gross and even weirder. I think masturbating to his younger self made it almost like it was someone else, someone I knew decades ago, which, is true.

He never touched me. I love my dad.

There was no mother in that house. There were a lot of boys and men and there was me. That is all. That is how it was

My dad has a tool shed. Its walls are vertical aluminum waves and in the summer, when you are hiding inside of it, the heat stifles. My knees eat the dirt and I hold my breath when I hear them coming. My brothers are running outside. They are looking for me. This is real fear. No joke. No playing around. I smashed the wall of the fort they were making. The wall it took them two days to get higher than their heads. It was made of dumb dried clay-mud bricks they had made with a wooden mold my dad had put together for them in his workshop, which was adjacent to the tool shed I was hiding in. I used a sledgehammer. Not a heavy one. I felt so powerful. I smashed the fuck out of that wall and I was crying while I crushed it. In that moment I wanted to kill them. I hated my brothers. I didn’t care that they would kill me for this. I did not care. In that moment, all I wanted to do was destroy. And I did. Every blow shook my ribcage, rattled my skull. My halter top inched down and down until my baby nipples showed, tiny and pink. Snot fell onto them. Tears fell onto them. My hair stuck to my wet eyes and my snotty nostrils. The air was filled with the dust from the breaking and I choked with it. When everything was smashed I fell to my knees and I remembered this lady from a movie I saw where she found the hands of her murdered children buried in a cornfield. I thought about how crazy that lady looked with all of her out of control snot and tears and screaming. I saw myself outside of myself for a minute and that sort of woke me up and I “snapped out of it” and saw what I had done. Instinct told me I had better get the fuck out of there and I did. I left the sledgehammer. I pulled up my halter top. I hid in the tool shed. Their fury paralyzed me. They were banshees. I felt their tornado of anger whirling around the house while they searched for me. It shook the walls of the shed. I writhed myself small and squeezed as tight as I could into a place under a shelf and between the scalloped wall and a wood cabinet. I will not talk about the cramping, or the thirst, or the blood from sharp edges of BB gun holes in the aluminum or the brutality of the retaliation when they finally found me.

That day taught me there is a safety in all of those things. I am decades older and I look for that safety. I say, “sit on my chest big boy,” and, “deep enough to draw blood, please,” and, “as tight as you want, for as long as you want, double knots.” There are tears and snot and nipples and sticking hair like before. There is a rampage. There is a tornado of anger. I hand them the sledgehammer. I am their fort wall.

I still hide in the tool shed. It is so very, very useless.

An Unsteady Place

Thirty-three starfish, forty-two seashells, eighteen crabs, fourteen lobsters, ten waves, eight gulls, twelve fish, seven lighthouses, four fishermen, eleven pieces of coral, sixteen sailboats, nine seahorses, and a handful of signs indicating the direction you need to take should you want to go to the beach. In bas-relief on shower tiles, on the edges of towel racks, mounted to drawer pulls, painted on wallpaper, dotted on baseboard tile squares, crowded into baskets on mantels, on wooden steps, in bathrooms, mounted and framed and hung on walls, painted on dishes, decaled on drinkware, the bottoms of bowls, sculpted into the handles of serving utensils, hanging from the ceiling, stitched onto towels, on lamp bases, printed on bed sheets, comforters, pillow cases. A fish skeleton key rack. The beachside vacation rental drove the point home like a mother reminding you of every single thing you needed to be afraid of.

In every cupboard, towels with nautical themes are stacked neatly with labels indicating the size of towel and method of use: hand towel, body towel, beach towel, wash cloth. Tiny laminated instructions with filigree and smiley faces explain how to use each appliance; washer, dryer, microwave, dishwasher. Quiet coaches.

At first it’s charming, but eventually their naggy cheeriness begins to annoy. I know how to use a microwave. I know how to dry my clothes. I know how to wash dishes.

There is no way you can make a mistake here.

***

After two delicate attempts, Frank gives up on begging the children to temper their steps. Their excitement of having stairs and bunk beds overwhelms them and they rampage. I watch him watching them. His face is lit up with something that looks a lot like pride.

Anna gets on her belly and slides down the stairs, taking her little brother with her. Hands clasped around his tiny ankles, they bump — scream their way down the stairs. I think about stopping them, but I am unsure. They look like they might bite.

***

Every day I pack a beach bag of every possible thing: suntan lotion, rubber bands, whistles, scissors, a sewing kit, wooden stakes, magazines, floppy hats, Frisbees, throwing stars, kickstands, pencil sharpeners, parachutes, jumping ropes, courage, swizzle sticks, tweezers, and machetes.

I do my best to anticipate.

We bring towels that have been brought before and sandwich them between our bodies and the hot sand, symmetrical. I place the chairs just so. Frank pounds an umbrella into the sand. When he is finished, he stands back with his hands on his hips, surveying our setup. He is breathing heavy and I wait for him to see through me but instead he says, “Alrighty!” and then captures the kids in his arms and runs them toward the sea. I want to ask him how he knew to do that.

Their screams disappear into the waves.

I sit in a chair and watch the sea roll them around in its mouth.

***

At night, we twist loose, fighting silent blanket wars; each of us noiselessly willing the other to shut the windows that bring the cold night air of the sea to freeze our skin.

I, always the cold one, lose. I throw the blanket from his back, stand, stride, and slam the glass closed, faintly remembering just seven hours earlier how delicious the opening of that window was; the cool air quelling the sweat of my brow, the crevasses in my skin. I think about change and how suddenly or how gradual, it can happen, how it makes almost everything unreliable. I shiver.

I slide back in alongside him, surrendered. Fight forgotten, I snake my hands around him, taking his warmth for my own.

***

My son digs for sand crabs where the waves slick the sand dark. His bare feet make tiny tracks that the sea licks away at crooked intervals. It is like he is being tasted and savored.

My daughter plays in the water with her father. He brings her back to me shivering wet, face strangled with a clown’s smile, spread too wide and unsettling. He sets her down and she stumbles into my arms. Her fingertips grip my shoulders like pincers and I swear I can feel the press of shell against my skin.

My husband lies on the bright colored terrycloth, eyes closed to the fight of the sun. He doesn’t see me shudder and wince.

Anna whispers she wants to tell me a secret. She leans in and opens her mouth revealing a black green strip of seaweed. I pull on it and, like a magician’s scarf, it ribbons out into a small clumped pile crawling with tiny sand gnats. The last bit plops and I cringe at the noise. My daughter laughs a gurgle sound and skips down to the wet to help her brother with the crabs. Their heads touch briefly and I cannot see who they are for a moment, their forms black in front of the sun.

I look at the sky knowing that with my attention missing, there is a chance that something bad might happen. I watch a cloud change from a bird into a dragon into a skull.

***

It looks like a home but when you open a drawer it is empty. It looks like a home but anything easily moved is nailed down. It looks like a home but the cabinet under the bathroom sink has individually wrapped toilet paper, the kind you find in hotel bathrooms.

The home of this house is strictly a façade. It’s like I can see bone, blood, and skull through razor cuts in a perfect face: a whore in a habit.

I can feel the house holding heavy, threatening to turn inside out. I flip light switches with wishes and hold countertops as if I could stop them from folding and caving if they so chose. I take careful steps in case the foundation begins to lift, tilt.

***

We have been here weeks, days, months, hours. The roar of the surf is an unrelenting constant that takes away time. Everything is blurred together, spilled paints on a garage floor.

As the days tick by the front entryway fills with sand, plastic toys, and beach towels that never seem to dry. They lump wet in slumped shapes that wait to scare me when it’s dark.

Everything seems to be something else and I am finding it hard to keep track. I have begun counting the starfish on the wallpaper that lines the hallway. I know their number is 33. I pray they stay consistent.

***

Frank doesn’t see, but I do. He turns his head after they change or before. Whites come back to eyes, fins separate back into fingers, gills close and become skin. They continue their coloring, or reckless chasing or stuffed animal playing, looking exactly like our children.

I have given up trying to alert Frank to their changing; before I can finish my words, they revert back. Or never were? No. I see the salt they leave on their seats, in their beds and in the grime resting in the bottom of the bathtub. I can smell the depths they’ve come from. It slithers up from underneath them like fumes. It’s as though they are soaked in sea, bloated with black water that sustains the life of blind things.

Frank has stopped asking me if I am alright. He watches television, drinks a beer, reads the paper. He turns his head after I change or before.

***

I put their sandwiches on plates painted with suns and seashells; when their antennae detect the crusts, they click louder and louder until I cut them off. I use the sharpest knife and do it quickly. I set the knife on the counter. I give them back their plates. I back away. Toward the counter. Toward the knife.

When they growl I feed them grapes or crackers. I toss and run. They scramble, squirm.

I cannot watch them eat.

As soon as they are asleep Frank washes me in the shower. He covers me with soap and then uncovers me, taking his time with my transformation.

There are waves on the walls. The soap dish is a clamshell. Frank calls me his mermaid.

I panic and look down. I relax when I see my legs.

He dries me with a sailboat bath towel.

He says he loves how my new brown skin makes my hidden parts so visible in the dark, how the white triangles make them easy targets for his fingers, his tongue, his cock. Of these things I am sure. They are what they have always been. They are reliable. As he puts each inside of me, I feel them reminding me of how sure the world can be.

***

With the prior day’s sun and surf causing us to sleep until the time that is called brunch, the mornings become afternoons, the afternoons become evenings, and the evenings in-between — a place neither here nor there. It’s an unsteady place and it’s then that I find myself leaving Frank’s side, heading down the staircase to count the starfish in the hallway. I know their number. I know it will not change, should not change. I hold their consistency with a grip that frightens.

Sand sticks to my bare feet when I pass the lip of the entryway. I am careful not to look. I know the beach towels are lurking there, damp in the darkness, waiting to be something that can scare me.

I finish counting and start again.

33.

***

Before we know it the sun gives up on us and we’re back at the entryway which has accumulated a small dune. Frank sighs and says something about a cleaning deposit before placing one foot on its grade and then the other. He asks, “Who’s first?” and they begin to fight for position; claws jab and then lock, jab and lock. The sand shifts and Frank begins to slide towards them. “Break it up, guys!” he orders and their chaos dims and breaks. I step back, and watch them grab and climb; hands now, in his. They slide down the other side and call for me with words bubbling thick and coarse. I know I can run but I don’t.

I climb.

***

At the table, mottled beaks open wide revealing teeth spirals that wind crooked in rows upon rows and I know it’s not food they want. It rots before them piled and stacked hiding sailboats, crabs, and coral. I think it might be me they want, but even that I am not sure of. Nothing tender has come from them. I have not seen it. Have not looked for it. Have not given it.

The children, they are my children, don’t stay awake for their baths anymore. Their forms collapse, a caress on soft surfaces. I make Frank carry them. I say I am too tired. I do not say I am afraid. I do not tell Frank that whenever I try to settle them, they strike back with tentacles telling me NO MOMMY. I do not tell Frank that when I retreat their laughter sounds like the scream of a kite string cutting the wind.

Frank has given up on me knowing anything I used to. I tell Frank I am too tired. I tell Frank I want to be carried. I tell Frank I do not want to be washed and could he please close the windows because, once again, the sun has given up on us. The cold has crept in while we were busy pretending things were the same. His hands reach up, grab the sill and slide it home. The curtains lay flat and Frank slides under the blanket and between my legs. His tongue laps three times, he smacks his lips and says, “Mmm…salty.” He buries himself again and the more he eats the more the sound of the ocean fills my ears. I let it take me, I hold its tongue, I choke on how it is consuming me.

When I come, the scream of gulls.

***

We cannot get into the house. The entryway now contains an entire dune. Beach grasses pop out of the side windows. Frank has to break a bathroom window to get us in.

The children are quiet and dry for once. They won’t eat grapes. They won’t eat crackers. Their skin runs from pinks and reds to greens and brown blacks. The smell is there, but more putrid and infected. It peels my walls even thinner. They look wilted, withered. I want a box big enough to put them in.

This time, I am the one to carry them to their beds. I brave myself and dress them in sleepers soft with puppies and bears — furry, gentle, four-legged things this place has made me forget.

As they wriggle themselves between the sheets, they retract everything that they know frightens me. I run my fingers through their hair and realize I have forgotten so much more.

Downstairs, I don’t tell Frank how brackish seawater trickled from their mouths when I tried to kiss them good night.

***

In the morning we have to free them from a tangle of kelp. Their skin is corpse pale and pruned, wet and cold. They ask us to bury them in the sand and we do — every tentacle, every fin. The heat of the grains cocoons them and we hold each other hoping they will heal. We lie next to them under the sun on towels sewn with bright seascapes.

Frank points his eyes at the writhing sand lumps and asks, “Is it time yet? I’d like you to be a mother again.”

The waves crash and the sound of it stirs me moist, the scream of gulls builds inside my ears.

I want to tell him yes.

Because Seven Ate Nine

The sun stoked the fire in the air and we all sat around breathing it. David Bowie tongue-kissed the silence. I pictured his mouth opened wide, all tonsil and tongue.

She asked, “Is he saying, ‘fame’?” and I said, “Yes.”

He said, “You look like a completely different person with your fingernails painted.”

I wondered about that, waved my hands around my face, asked, “What about now?”

He said, “Yes.”

I did it again. “Now?”

“Yes.”

She said, “I agree. Completely different person.”

I thought about it some more. I held my arms out. Wrists bent. Hands pressed against the air. Ten red ovals.

I wanted to say, “But I ate a fried egg this morning,” “But I wiped enough times until the brown was gone,” “But I put on mascara and thought about how today I probably would feel less happy than the day before.” I wanted to say, “Look at my dry elbows.”

But I didn’t.

I sat there in my skin while they looked at me. So new. Now blonde and well-kempt. Now speaking French. Now petting Great Danes.

They just nodded.

I Wish They Knew

I came out and saw them lying there in the dark and their legs were splayed like their arms were splayed like bird shit splatter across a store window but completely beautiful and easy to hurt, in that, I could do anything to them if I wanted to.

I did not hurt.

I wanted to touch them but I did not.

I wanted to lie on top of them and trap their warmth against my own.

I did not do that either.

Instead, I threw blankets. The bent whites of their limbs turned to dark. None of them stirred.

I wish they knew I did that. I want them to feel like I love them more than their own mothers.

Things I Could Tell You

There are things I want to tell you. As you know, they stir. If you are not here, I cannot fill you with them. These past four days do not have a feeling of being watched. I cannot sense you. I do not feel your eyes on me, peering upwards from the dark underneath of the couch, from the shadowed must behind the billow of the drapes, from the belly of the porch light. Still, I come and go with them, unsure. I have no choice but to tread in the ghost of you.

Being inside your ghost is a cold, lone huddle comprised of my own arms. If you were here, this is one of the things I would tell you.

The first day I did not look for you. Past experience dictated you’d crawl out from somewhere, a bit grizzled and worse for wear, broken only with a stench of unused things. I’d wash you off with lilac soap and a loofah and we’d continue as we’d done in the past; no apologies, only sharing the understanding one who gets dirty and one who does the washing have.

I remember your skin now. This is one thing I would tell you if you were here.

***

On the second day, I was at the lab until nine or so. Now that you are gone there is no need for punctuality, but it still felt wrong. The house was dark and hollow even when I filled it with my toss of keys, coat and the clunk of my carelessly kicked shoes. I collapsed upon arrival. If there was a scurrying or a soft tread of kneecaps like trembling, I was unaware. Sleep can overcome me, heavy as death. You know this. You have been nestled beside me, or spaced similar, for so long.

When I began to stop listening, you would tell me how sometimes my breaths would disappear in the night and how you wanted a jeweler’s hammer, a tumid forest mushroom or something else delicate but strong so that you could tap my breaths back into me, gently, without a chance of waking.

When you began to stop listening, I would ask you about the attendance of my breaths and your response would be a shrug and a careless turn away. You’d hide your hands but from where I stood I could see them stroking your sledgehammer, your mallet.

The next morning I woke up late fully clothed sans shoes, remembered your absence, felt fresh sadness and then worry. Worry. I knew I would have to explain it to you again, although futile. Your brain chooses to be a child’s whenever it can. I tell myself it is your brain and not you. Defects don’t mean anything.

After my four minute shower I only had time to check the laundry basket and the mailbox before speeding to the lab.

You weren’t in either.

***

I looked for you in handfuls yesterday; 17 minutes after returning from the gym, 12 minutes after my shower, 24 minutes after lunch, 37 minutes after I had come back from returning the last round of gifts I purchased for you — gifts I gave knowing they wouldn’t be kept.

“One must try,” I told you after my arms were as empty as your expression.

“Trying does nothing,” you replied confidently, staring at the empty boxes, bags, and tissue scattered, meaningless. “Trying got me nowhere.”

I curled my fists into regret and thought about clocks running backwards. You left the broken ribbons on the rug, stepping on them as you walked to the door. A pink one caught on your heel.

The pink ribbon looked like it needed you, so I kept its voyage to myself. This is one of the things I would tell you if you were here.

I ate leftovers with a wine that made up for them and looked for you one last time before masturbating and falling into sleep.

You were not in the wine cellar.

You were not in the tissue box.

***

One night while crying in front of the television there was a moment where I thought I heard faraway laughter — yours. The over-enthusiastic laughter you would make when you were dressed for formal occasions, soaked with champagne and men’s attention. You would make your laughter so very loud because that was when I stopped listening. You were trying to make me hear you, see you.

Your trying; I see it now. This is another thing I’d tell you if you were here.

***

In the beginning you used to hide under things: medium — size baskets, lawn furniture, musty moving blankets, our old washing machine that still sits in the basement, broken — things that rarely moved. Places that could be burrowed. I would check every available underneath looking for the whites of your eyes, hoping you’d let me see them, a hint in the game I had no choice but to play.

That one time you hid in our recycling bin it took me an entire Memorial Day weekend to find you. I had to administer fluids. Your skin looked like tree bark. I re-explained the concept of “worry” and you nodded like you understood. I knew from how you looked away too quickly that you did not. Now, I think I know you just didn’t care.

Now, I am not sure where to look. I have moved every stationary item that exists both inside and outside of our house. I moved the forgotten ones twice. I am fearful you have changed the game again. I am fearful I will not find you.

I know you have told me it’s no longer a game, but I do not wish to call it what it is. Not yet. This is another thing I would tell you if you were here.

***

I didn’t look for you this morning. I called your name in a volume and manner with the urgency of a request to pass the salt. I was shaving. It would have been dangerous to yell. I did not want to see my blood in our sink. I was worried that you would continue not to answer.

I left for work foolishly confident that upon my return you’d be back — on the tile, on the rug, or on the parquet, thin and ready. I wished for it. Weary. Hopeful.

If I can just continue looking for you, even if it’s forever, it will be something. I will not need to admit defeat. I will not need to put up a headstone for what we were. I will feed the bloodhounds; I will give the weary searchers fresh batteries for their flashlights and cold drinks when the sun beats them blind. I can do this if you do not end the game.

If you were here, these are some of the things I would tell you.

Because I Am Not a Monster

Don’t worry. I will never find you. Do not worry. You are safe. Oh, lucky you. You should be glad I don’t have a knife collection. You should be glad I do not keep poisons in pretty jars saving the prettiest for you. You should be glad I cannot tie knots or have access to a gun safe. You should be thankful I am only half-obsessed, spread just thin enough to know which way is up, good from bad, wrong from right, only baby step fucked in the head. You should be glad there isn’t a part of my brain that clicks, breaks, and changes Wolfman-style into something that can break skin razor sharp into every piece of every part of you. Something that needs to feed on the fear screaming in your pupils of your green fucking eyes, bites your sweet throat warmest of veins screaming for my warmest of mouths, stubble a delicious obstacle to the smoothness of my tongue. You will never need a single silver bullet with me. You will not need a stake made of wood. You will not need holy water or a Jesus cross or torches or pitchforks or any other sort of protective weapon made for monsters such as me. I am the most timid of monsters. They have removed me from my position within their ranks citing words like fail, coward, reject, weakling, useless, stupid, worthless, dumbass. I tried to hang within their monster ranks, I did. I do. I try every day. It’s a reenlisting of a reenlisting of a reenlisting. Every day I think, I am almost there and every day they kick me out. They make me go back to my life. They know what I know and that is, I have too much to hold on to so I cannot truly be a monster.

This, I sometimes question. Especially on the days my walls get so thin.

But, just in case.

Be wary.

Still.

No.

Do not worry, I will never find you. You are safe. You should be glad all of my truck tires are balding, thin, and lacking responsibility. All of my trucks cannot bring me to you, and I have thousands. They thwart because they know. They have a handful of regular passengers and like a loyal soldier or loyal soldiers plural they stand, arms crossed, guns solid in their fists of stone and duty. None will look me in the eye, which is fine because I am too shamed I cannot look either. They know and they hold fast. I step forward, walk away, step forward, walk away. I know the trucks are filled with gas and I know their benches are worn with springs just beginning to poke through because each one of them holds the knowledge of the curve of my ass. I dream of breaking their ranks under the protection of night, rolling the bravest one back in silence. In the dream my heart beats with the force of a criminal with the crime being one against myself, and three more, but I push it down. Like how I always do. With you. In the dream I drive with my high beams on, the truck swerving unexpectedly. Its soldier’s heart full of its duty, but compassionate, it rights itself and keeps me straight. I picked the truest. The bravest. He tilts the rearview mirror when I am lost in the road. When I look into it, there is the car seat and my hand tilts the mirror back to the road that grows long behind me. The AM radio tells me the stories we like. Stories of spaceships, precognition, dark matter, tunnels of white light, shadow people, and Chupacabra. I memorize it all until dawn. I will be able to tell you how I believe in those things too. I see myself with you, nodding in enthusiastic conversation. I will not picture you naked even though I need to stay awake; there are so many hours left. My soldier truck companion will keep me safe despite his shaking head disappointment. The sun comes up and shines into my face, my head held high. I am driving straight into it because that is the direction where you are. I blind myself for you. My hands are frozen in a grip meant for better choices. I cannot feel my forearms but I keep driving.

Do not worry, I will never find you. You will be safe. You know I am a coward. You know about my anchors. I did not Google Earth you. I did not look at the front of your apartment building, and therefore do not know it has red brick stones and a blanket of ivy down the right hand side. I did not wonder if that was your car at the curb. I did not stare at the walkway that veers like a stretched comma through a lawn that is obviously meticulously cared for. I did not evaluate the income bracket that it might require in order to live there. I did not think about how you, with your legs strong with boots and its pants maybe jeans maybe shorts on a warm day, and a careless T-shirt so lucky against your torso, with your arms, all of your breathing and being and space you take up without me, walking down that comma, going places in you day to day that I don’t know about, that you never really tell me but that I think of. I did not become jealous of your neighbors, how they ask you how you are every day and how they can just ask you that using any number of words that they want and how they can just look into your eyes and how you can smile at them if you want and how they can just receive that smile and not think anything about that, how they would not lay awake at night replaying that smile in their heads while settling in for sleep, shitting in the face of such a wonderful gift. I do not want to bind and gag your neighbors for this insolence, this rudeness, this chutzpah, this disrespect impudence audacity all synonyms for not valuing that gift and stuffing them into a meat freezer in a basement like I’m a serial killer with a soldier truck and a drive dawn until dusk tunnel vision prizefighter tenacity. That is not me. I did not Google Earth you, so none of these thoughts took place and you can go on speaking to your neighbors who think you are only normally special. Fine. Give me their eyes. Their eyes should belong to me so I can shut them permanently. Undeserving of rods and cones. Complete bitches.

Do not worry, I will never find you. You will be safe. I did not Google Map you. I do not know that, by car, it would take one day and six hours to reach your house. I do not know that, if I take I-15N and I-70 East it will shorten that drive by one hour. I do not know that there are exactly 1,833 miles that I would have to drive in order to pull up in front of that brick building with the ivy. I would not sit in that car with sunglasses on waiting and watching with asphalt burned eyes feeling like an astronaut lady in a diaper. It would be much different. I do not know that, were I to forgo the soldier truck, if the soldier truck stood strong in refusal, that it would take 24 days and 17 hours to walk to where you are. I do not know that if I printed the directions out, I would need 14 sheets of 8.5 x 11 paper because there are 506 points of instruction. 506 pieces of directions that tell me how to get to you; all of them a caring grandfather type holding the sides of my head in his hands, compressing my hair, warm from the sun, kissing the crown of it, whispering, be safe. 506 steps I will cross off one by one, each one a victory. I will not need three pairs of shoes because of the wear and tear. I will not have a backpack filled with supplies and I won’t sleep in forests or dry riverbeds or under bridges and I will not get raped by a vagrant in my walk to where you are. I do not know that, if the vagrant, dry riverbeds, and forests, and shoe wearing are too difficult that I have the option to ride a bicycle. I do not know that if I rode a bike to you it would take seven days and five hours. I do not know what the average speed would be in order to maintain this schedule. I could guess that my intended speed would be the fastest pedaling I could maintain, but this would not be realistic, and perhaps this time frame would be based on an average speed, a manageable one. I do not know the uphills or the downhills or the times I might fall, or the cars that might hit me. Bike riding is a way I could get to you. I do not know the distance or time frame or method of public transportation it would take to get to you because Google Maps did not have options because my location is “outside of their current coverage area” so, this I truly do not know. A bus or a taxi seems too plain to make this quest. Too easy. Baby candy taking. If all of this was something I would do, I’d want my blood in it. I’d want my sweat to show you what it means. I would like the cramp of each of my muscles, and the withering of my fat, and the grind of my bones, and the blisters of sunburn to show you how I strived. Even a truck, even a soldier truck, brave and shaming, seems unworthy now. This I know now. I know this. I want to show you. You should understand. You should understand in your core. You should know what you are dealing with. If, of course, this is done by me.

Which, it most definitely is not.

Don’t worry, I will never find you. Do not worry. You are safe.

Unless you do not want to be safe.

Do you long to feel my approach? I dare not believe this. The thought would rip me in two. Do you look for me at the curb? Do you think of dark roads bringing me closer? Do you want my teeth to tear into you? Do you want me to leave your blood in pools on the floor? Do you want to see me sliding in it, struggling? My hands on you. Will you not fight? Maybe you want to feel my offensive. Everything I brought with me, the journey hard on my form. All for you. You would endure for this. You would let me hurt you in the best way, even if you died, even if I killed you seven times within the dying you would know my depth of love for you, yes love, I said it, because maybe you want, this once, to die from the hands of a woman who would crawl so far to kill you. This death would be the marriage and honeymoon and a becoming you will never have unless for me. I would not disappoint you, if you made this choice. In my killing you would be given as much pain as you wanted and I would take so much from you again and again as I made my way through your skin millimeter by millimeter, tasting it at every moment before letting it make its way inside of me. You’d be smiling, trust me. And I’d drink every tear you give me. Diamonds in my throat. You would love this. If you were not afraid. If you let me.

But you and I both know I wouldn’t.

You are safe.

Do not worry.

I will never find you.

But I could.

If I really wanted to.
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