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Foreword

“I wrote my first novel because I wanted to read it.”

Toni Morrison

Young, would-be authors are often advised to “write what you
know” as a way to ground their work in the details of reality
instead of depending on abstract clichés. However, “writing
what you know” can feel limiting in a world where an email
sent from the USA can be opened and read in Morocco 30
seconds later. Other countries and cultures feel tantalizingly
close, and yet, what do we really know about the everyday
details of another person’s life across the globe?

Between the Lines: The Writing Experience provides a link
between the global and the personal. Sponsored by the
Bureau of Education and Cultural Affairs at the US State
Department and coordinated through the International
Writing Program at the University of Iowa, BTL Arabic World
brings young Middle Eastern and North African writers to-
gether with US peers to foster cultural exchange through the
craft of writing. The great literary traditions of all of these
regions meet and mingle as participants live together, write
together and learn together in seminars and workshops. For
two weeks, 24 students from 10 different Arabic-speaking
countries and and 7 US states glimpsed the realities of each
other’s lives. The IWP hopes that after Between the Lines
2013 is finished, the phrase ‘write what you know’ will be infi-
nitely expanded for our participants, and that their experi-
ence will be a gift to their readers as well.



. /'
MAGGIE SULLIVAN
YORK, PENNSYLVANIA
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Neptune Fixed Overhead

I know what you want to talk about; go ahead and sit.

My sister's death, it seems, belongs to everyone -- both the people who knew
her and the people who knew of her, through her work. She is everywhere --
her dark sunken eyes, her wry smile, the streak of white hair on her crown. I
have seen the same photograph so many times that I have ceased to recognize
it. So it goes with every prominent figure; the rise and fall of her life belongs to
the opinions of the masses which in life she always disdained.

I could tell you many things. I could tell you about the time she had bubble
gum tangled in that famous sweep of black hair, and I had to cut it out with a
pair of safety scissors. I could tell you how she went to the movies with our
stepfather and then cried for hours afterward because she couldn't understand
how anyone could enjoy that shit, when there was opera in the world. I could
tell you about her first boyfriend. I could tell you about her first girlfriend. I
could list the books she read to me while Mother slept off the gin: Robinson
Crusoe, The Republic, Walden Pond, The Magic Mountain.

Yes, wonderful book. The Magic Mountain was one of her favorites. She could

go on and on about Thomas Mann. I see you've done your research. Wonder-
ful.

But -- listen, I don't want to talk about any of that. Do you want more coffee?
Alright.

I remember that she dug a hole in our backyard one day, about five feet by eight
feet -- deep, that is -- and she lay down in it. Mother found her hours later, one
hand tucked under her head, reading Emmanuel Kant to an audience of spiny
lizards. It was the one place where she could read in shade and quiet. She hat-
ed being in the house, between Fred and Mother. Sometimes she let me read
with her. There were little shelves dug into the side of the pit, actually, so we
each had our own bookshelves.

Hang on, that's the dog.

Anyway, and -- this is something you'll want to hear, I think -- I remember once
she fell asleep out there. Everyone forgot to tell her to come in, I suppose. It
really changed her in some way -- she'd talk about it, when we talked on the
phone about our childhood etcetera -- and I've always wondered why. Maybe
the abandonment led to a realization of some kind. But she didn't seem unhap-
py when she mentioned that night. She said it made her become who she

was. There's a Nietzsche quote almost like that, actually. You are the person
you will become. Something like that.

But who was that person? To me, she was my sister. To you, she was a writ-

er. That was what she always dreamed of being -- the essays and political go-
ings-on were almost side projects to her. I know they don't seem like it

now. She always felt lousy about that. That the novels didn't come off as well as
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she wanted, and it was the essays that got all the attention. That they loved her
for her mind, not her soul or her psyche or whatever it is that makes writing
happen.

She wanted me to be a writer, too. Rebecca, she'd say, you've got the knack for
it. And she knew I loved to read as well. Did you know that by the end of her
life, by the end of her life she had over 20,000 books?

I never wanted to be a writer. Iresent her now, for making me seem like one --
for making me tell this story to you, with your notebook, your wide-open ear-
nestness, your adoration for anyone who has ever seen or touched the same
page as my sister, who was sometimes cruel to me and to the other people she
loved. Which were few. Did you know that she died on the same date that Gali-
leo discovered Neptune? He thought it was a fixed star, instead of a plan-

et. There is no such thing as a discovery without a mistake.

I never wanted to be a writer because my sister, who was a writer, could sleep
outdoors in a grave with nothing but Thomas Mann. She had trained herself
not to need anything else. It was all there, in her head, and the rest of us were
just incidental, orbital features. That's a sad way to live.

Of course, all of this is just my opinion. You might not want that in your article.

But what happened that night, it sealed something in her. I knew then, when I
ran outside and woke her up, when she wiped the desert dew from the covers of
her books, when she followed me inside and closed the door, I knew. Iimagine
this was the night she saw Neptune, swinging overhead, telling her how she
would die. Julia cradling her shaved white head. Anthony weeping. Our pain
is solitary and only ours. But for you -- you lucky fools -- she decided, that
night, to live forever.
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A walk through autumn:

It all started with the first brown leaf falling to the ground!

She goes out for a walk, a long tiring walk in places she’s never seen before. The
trees were pale and sick, the sky was red yet still blue, the wind caresses her as
it rattles and storms its last breath as she wonders, in this scenery of death, if
it’s the end of a day or a lifetime!

Thoughts racing fast through her mind, her memories flash in her eyes, and
they split like a trail of blood on her white soft cheeks that once held tears,
tears that are now getting dried!

She thinks about “life” that deceived her and sold her to death which pushed
her away too, leaving her trapped in a red margin in between.

She thinks about “hope” that never was more than an echo as she wishes if she
could only feel an ounce of it, just for a second, to know what it’s like to be
alive, hopeful and not afraid of tomorrow!

Fear! Fear of loneliness, of the unknown. Fear for no reason, fear for all the
reasons! A cruel emotion that shows no mercy towards her heart. Anxiety that
freezes her chest like crystals of snow in the coldest night of winter.

She feels cold, so cold. She inhales the wind and exhales storms full of mixed,
dark emotions. Fear, pain, misery, like the gruesome lines of a gothic poem
written in the corners where every word, every sensation reincarnate and haunt
her like a moth to the flame as she shines like an ember about to die and turn
into dust and smoke that fades in the breeze, like a lost autumn leaf, looking to

disappear !
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Fear of Planes

I don’t know how I got here, or why I am here anymore. I joined the Army to
fight for my country. Now I just feel like we are looking for fights just because
we are the superior power. This isn’t what I signed up for. All I know is that this
is war and I'm here in a plane with my brothers in arms about to go to battle
with people we don’t want to fight. With people we’d rather go out and drink
with. It doesn’t matter because I am here.

I never liked riding in planes. Maybe it’s the reason that our plane is always hit
before getting to the drop zone. I was always amazed at how I was able to get
out of a burning plane. Now every time I ride I always get paranoid I am not
going to make it. I always feel I will die in one of these missions that require
flying. Like I wasn’t going to make it to the ground and will die in the sky.

I believe being a pilot takes great courage and skill. During the ride I constantly
looked around at my brothers, always noticing some sweating like crazy others
eager to get to battle. Why would anyone be exited to fight in a war? Why? I
noticed myself sweating— it’s my fear of planes acting up. All T hoped for was to
make it to land, and then I would be satisfied with dying— but I rather stay
alive. I just really don’t want to die in a plane. The whole plane ride was quiet
no one making a single sound or movement. Then the pilots yelled 15 minutes
till drop zone. The soldiers who were excited were now scared to go to battle. I
noticed their fear in their eyes. Looking around the room constantly, mumbling,
and sweating intensively. Then my brothers began asking me question and yell-
ing over each other.

I been so focused on my fears I had forgotten I was the captain of this company.
I should be taking care of them and making sure they have no fear. How can I
take away their fear if I had my own fear? It doesn’t matter. I was given the
responsibly to be a leader and I need to show it.

Iyelled SHUT UP!!! Everything is going to be ok. I will be here to protect you
all, and I am here to put my life on the line for you. Everyone began cheering
and agreeing then everyone began fist pumping, and shaking hands agreeing
they would put their lives for one another. We then yelled WE ARE ALL

began shooting at us. As I looked outside the window I saw the plane next to
ours blow up in half. I began sweating even more.

Everyone began panicking saying we should jump out already saying we were
not going to make it. I had not done this in a while, but I had nothing to lose. I
began praying in Spanish but once I was done I realized again why I'm reacting
like this I should begin acting more like a leader. I was scared out of my mind
and so was everyone else. Again I had to take care and take my fear and their
fear away in order to guide everyone on staying alive in war. I remember the
calm classroom I would sit in during high school. I closed my eyes and took
deep breaths in and out. Then Boom our left wing was hit we began losing alti-
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tude. I then took action and told everyone to remain calm and ready up their
equipment and be ready for when the pilots open the hatchet to jump out.

I got up to speak with the pilots. I told them to let us out before we got shot.
They said they were going to try to get us as close as possible to our dropping
zone. We were still 5 min away by plane. Walking would take us about 10 hours
to get to the drop zone. The pilots then began arguing. No let them out let them
out this is as close as we can get them. No we can get them closer. I went back
to sit down and trust in the pilots and wait. Five minutes later the hatch opened,
but the Anti- Aircraft were still shooting. The whole island we were invading
was filled with them. I was about to say go go go, but then our plane was hit
again. It was still flying steady.

Most of us were shaken from the blast. I noticed I was on the floor everything
was shaking my mind was blank my vision blurry. As I looked around I could
make out figures. I remembered the hatch was open. I noticed some soldiers
jumping out of the plane and others still on the ground or still strapped into
their seats. I quickly got to my feet, shook my head and focused my sight. Just
when two soldiers were sprinting to jump out I grabbed them by their back
packs and pulled them back. I shouted at them what the heck they were doing
leaving the rest of the men behind and to help me get them out. We quickly
helped the remaining soldiers get out. I was surprisef the plane was still flying. I
took a look outside and noticed the whole right wing was on fire. It wasn’t going
to hold for long— I had to get the pilots out.

The two soldiers that I had stopped from jumping, Miller and Woods, now
stopped me from heading to the back and kept shouting get off now the plane
was not going to hold for long. I shouted back hell no way I was going to leave
the pilots I could save them no one gets left behind. Miller and Woods kept pull-
ing me out. They told me they were pilots this was their job they sign up for
these missions. They knew what the risk was and would give their lives for us
just to get to out locations. We were right on the edge of the hatch, and I could-
n’t hear anything else except for wind dashing through. I didn’t know why I was
still resisting even though I knew Miller and Woods were right about leaving the
pilots. Then Boom.

As Ilooked at the door where the pilots room was I saw flames burst from that
room and gush out straight at me. I let go and Miller and Woods pushed me out
of the plane. I quickly grabbed them by the shoulders and I pulled them with
me— the flames barely touched their back packs. As I swarmed through the air
and looked back up where our plane was flying, now just a burst of flames and
newly-made scrap metal flying everywhere. I thought to myself I could have
saved them, but I didn't. They risked their lives for us to reach our destination. I
turned around and look back up. Miller and Woods were behind me. Now it was
my turn to risk my life. it was my job to make sure my company made it back
home.
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Cat’s Cradle

She says it’s because the wires in your brain are tangled.
criss-crossed, one over the other and around and back;
left over right, right over left.

twisted in knots like those games

you tried to teach me when I was small,

barely five feet tall and haughtily proud of it,
with that rainbow string tied around my hair,
with those scars above my eyebrows

from when you’d tried to show me

how to climb like tarzan from that rich family’s
treehouse to the honeysuckle ground.

I've never believed the story about your wires, no —
I couldn’t believe it, not when you lived like that,
barefoot on the scorching mid-August gravel,
singing opera on the streets of downtown Wilmington,
creating stories about the planes outside your tiny oval window:
how one was the overbearing father,
leather briefcase and oil-slick hair and
lapels with his initials sewn on in golden thread.

Your wires are perfectly fine, thank you very much.
one over the other and around and back,
left over left, right over right.

So fine that you’ll show up unannounced at the back door at 9 pm,
rapping at it with two knuckles, impatient, expectant
your eyes flitting like hummingbirds between the landscapes in your
mind
So fine that you can’t listen to anything but classical music
without throwing a tantrum or trying to jump out of a moving car
or googling local orphanages like you know what you’re doing

You don’t know, but it’s fine.
Really. It’s fine.

The woman with the shoulder-cropped hair

and the warm voice that curves around words

with baby steps like she’s got to be careful,

like she can look but not touch, never touch,

she says you’ve got your wires tangled.

(Fire alarm, screaming child, white noise between stations on the radio dial.)
she says “that must be hard.”

--- but it isn’t, really, and it shouldn’t be.
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(It’s funny, because sometimes I want to press words
onto your pulse points with my thumbs,
so you're marked with them, so you remember.
remember to wash your hair and say “excuse me”;
remember that I'm your little sister, okay,
I'm not supposed to carry this much.

I want to tuck these words in the curves of your elbows
and the back of your neck and the tips of your eyelashes,
so I see nothing but them, the letters and the lines,

not the broken bones, the jigsaw edges, the memories.

--- but it shouldn’t be this hard.)

not when you make up stories about the dragon-boy
in Spirited Away and teach me how to say colors

in Swahili and dance across our wooden kitchen floors
with your arms spread wide,

fighter pilot on the training mission,

little boy with the spider-man shirt

flying a kite across the canvas of the Rehoboth sky.

it shouldn’t be hard when you live like that.

and when I tell the warm-voiced woman,

with her warm-dusted hair and her warm-worn smile,
I remember how you looked on that day in October,
ripping down the bead curtain in my room,

stringing words together with closed fists

like you knew what you were doing.

maybe you don’t.
but when the warm-voiced woman tells me such

challenges me, soft and careful,

I go firecracker-hearted, iron-tongued

thinking of dragons and fighter pilots and the mid-
august sun

until it all twists and twists into cat’s cradle
one over the other and around and back,
left over right, right over....
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This Poem Will Never End

This poem will never end,

It will exceed the capacity of a kiss,

It will dance on the lips of those who whisper to the sea,

It will sway around the eyelids of those who gaze at the stars,
It will contain itself inside the heart's left ventricle,

It will swirl around the bones of your spine.

This poem will never end,

It will print foot prints on the face of the clouds,

It will drop with rain as it whips away the sins on the pavements,

It will dissolve with the tears as they swim in the heart of the ocean,

It will ignite the stars when the sun places a kiss upon the moon's brow,
It will pierce the sky ouroboros.

This poem will never end,

It will revolve around the curves of your finger tips,
It will steal spades from the older farmer's house,
It will purify the depth of your soul.

This poem will never end,

your poem will never,

It will tear apart your flesh,

And leave a sweet memory upon my cheekbones.

This poem will never end,

ButI,
will.
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one last thing

words usually fall out of me like overripe apples from a rickety basket swung by
careless hands,

but not today.
i have no idea what to say.
time is what they were really talking about at water-safety orientations years ago

at the lake:

don’t fight it.
like they would against any strong current, your arms
and legs
and lungs
and heart will sputter and die before making even the
faintest bit of
headway.

time is cold, and bends for none.
if i could change anything, i wouldn’t.

my heart leapt for yours back when your grey-green eyes were mostly green -
before that hard winter where we’d listen to the deafening silence of heavy snow
and heavier blankets.

(your toes were always freezing;
your mouth almost too soft)
it’s beginning to fade, my recollection of your voice:

the persistent vulnerability in the way you swallowed your words with
capsules

of laughter,
the span of your splayed fingers on my arm,
the softsoft sighs you blessed me with - a benediction, a curse.
no one ever looked at me like that.

our mothers were bosom friends, so we were cribmates, sharing shirts and shoes
and much loved corduroys until you kept growing and i... didn’t.

tell me, do you miss wearing my sweatshirts as much as i miss your head-
bands?
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tell me, do you miss wearing my sweatshirts as much as i miss your headbands?
when i am old and my bones are ringed like the trunks of trees,
i will wonder if your hair is still curly

- if it went all-white like your grandmother’s, or thinned out like your uncle
paul’s.

(he was your least favourite of your mother’s brothers,

you never forgave him for making your brother cry

that thanksgiving)
forgiveness takes as long to settle in as it does for me to
Painstakingly
pluck your hair

from my blankets
(untangling fine strands from buttons of shirts you loved)

for your oft-worn but expensive earrings to make their way out of my bureau
drawers and

-off of my coffeetable -
into the trash can you always stubbed your toes on.
“you are like a universe.”
the last time we met for coffee,
(your hair dark gold with rain, water sliding down the curves
of your cheeks - skytears kissing unpicked
unblemished fruit)
those words perched on the tip of my tongue,
over-eager and under the influence
of your sweetness,
sucked into the vacuum between us, a million calculations,
whirring planets,
distant stars.
(former trees filed down to somewhat conical utensils)
state can change, but nothing is irreversible

what once gave shade now sulks in the back of your closet with mixtapes, lint
and heartache
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time, my no-longer-love, is like the set of antlers i made you from chop-
sticks

(former trees filed down to somewhat conical utensils)
state can change, but nothing is irreversible

what once gave shade now sulks in the back of your closet with mixtapes, lint
and heartache

seven hundred rebirths couldn’t have forced life into that spring

this is an apology, and the opposite of that.

big bang in reverse:
whirling, condensing, shrinking, silence.
in the beginning, i hadn’t met you.

but in the end, i didn’t need to.
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The Abolitionist

There is an abolitionist sitting at a rutted, wooden desk, a desk far too small for
him, a desk so small that he (the abolitionist) is forced to write with both his
elbows hanging over the sides. This abolitionist, who is looking drained of flesh
with dehydrated lips and a tragic countenance shaded in frustration, is tired.
This abolitionist, whose magazine The Liberator has “been burned more than
any other periodical in existence today” according to the Virginia Gazette, this
slightly unwell man, this abolitionist whose writings have directly inspired no
less than three separate slave rebellions (each of which resulted in no small
amount of deaths), scratches his almost bald head with nails that he hasn’t cut
in over two months, ragged nails that make red fault lines across his watery skin
as he scratches, and sits back in his chair, imbibing tepid water as he does so,
his eyes half shut. This abolitionist, this feeble, girlish virgin, whose eccentrici-
ties have sparked more than a little speculative rumor, this tired yet still zealous
man “more despised than any other firebrand in existence today” according to
the Virginia Gazette, sits back and removes his spectacles and polishes them on
his right shirt sleeve. This “not right” abolitionist, whose numerous eccentrici-
ties include both eating potatoes and only potatoes for breakfast, lunch, and
dinner and lighting fires, roaring fires, in his home during the hottest days of
the year for the supposed purpose of “showing the Devil that his fire is not the
hottest,” closes—or perhaps more accurately just briefly rests—his bespectacled
eyes, dragging a heavy pen over the parchment before him as he does so, mak-
ing insignificant doodles and curlicues with the very same pen that has sparked
riots and rebellions and assassination attempts, the very same pen that has
quote-unquote brought a nation to its knees. The abolitionist, whose scholarly
face, slightly burnt from prior overexposure to heat, seems more like that of a
librarian or a sort of mild-mannered sales clerk, who weighs less than 100 lbs.,
tilts his head slightly to the left and breathes out fiercely, breathes out in an
exhausted yet vehement “huhhhh” that startles the dog, a brown and white
cocker spaniel, curled up in a ball on his (the abolitionist’s) carpet awake. This
pale, eccentric, thin, ridiculously unhealthy abolitionist, whose skin looks wa-
tery primarily because of a severe underexposure to protein (and overexposure
to starch), who has ticked off tens of thousands of rich and powerful men, this
deeply compassionate (yet obviously rather touched) man raised by his loving
mother on scraps deemed unfit for the hunting dogs that those very same rich
men held in such high regard, opens his eyes once more, takes a solitary potato
slice from the plate to his right, places it (the potato slice) tentatively into his
mouth, and continues to write, chewing softly as he does so.

This radically empathetic contrarian, acclaimed by an ever-decreasing number
of like-minded men, all of whom he (the abolitionist) despises and frequently
labels “weak” or “apologist,” men that he tries purposely to enrage, has never
wanted any companions, any friends. This abolitionist, whose consistent and
unrelenting criticism of both friend and foe forces neutrals to become apolo-
gists, apologists to become radicals, and radicals to become martyrs, who has
been described on six distinct occasions by the Virginia Gazette as the “angriest
half-breed in America,” shifts his weight to the right and then rubs his shoulder,
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which is feeling hot, feverish, and sore, like a piece of hot iron placed against
rather than a part of his body. This abolitionist, whose very most famous article
caused vicious riots nationwide, riots during which scores of men (both black
and white) beat one another into bloody pieces of meat. Whose very most fa-
mous article featured his very most oft quoted line. This abolitionist, whose very
most oft quoted line made it absolutely clear that he was in earnest, that he
would not equivocate, that he would not excuse, that he would not retreat a sin-
gle inch, and that he would be heard, whose very most oft quoted line was, es-
sentially, an oath, a sort of vow that he (the abolitionist) would not cease to con-
tinue writing lines that would themselves be likewise oft quoted.

This tough, tough half-breed, this abolitionist, who has survived no less than
three separate assassination attempts, who has been dragged by violent and
feral men through Philadelphia no less than three discrete times at the end of a
rope. This abolitionist, who has ten times more enemies than he has friends,
who can “make his way about the country solely by the light of his burning effi-
gies,” has watched and suffered and bled more than any other for a cause that
does not directly affect him in any way, shape, or form. This abolitionist, who
was, only two years ago, kidnapped by three bearded rednecks while traveling
through the hills of Virginia and tortured, brutally, who is missing four finger-
nails on his left hand because of their having been torn off by the rednecks, this
abolitionist, who has been stabbed thrice in total (twice in the abdomen and
once in the chest), is still alive.

And so, he looks out into the dark, out over the ocean, the abolitionist, towards
Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill and Pennsylvania and Philadelphia and
sees the American flag being raised high. And sees the ocean rise up and fade
out. And then eats another potato slice and wipes his mouth again and closes
his eyes again and dreams and imagines himself floating high up above the
clouds, born aloft by winged brown and white cocker spaniels, and sees the
dank yet seamless sea spread out proudly beneath him, crisscrossed by dark-
colored whales that tell him that all will be well as they draw their vast and lov-
ing figures closer to the quiet and distant shore. And smiles, fiercely.
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Cherished Dust

The city I live in isn’t the most attractive city in the world, but there’s always
been something about it that I absolutely adore. I'm not really sure how to ex-
plain it. The city is old and new at the same time, bright and dull, small and big.
It’s calming somehow, to know that the place I live is just as different and
changing as I am. Every single day of my life, there’s something about me that
changes, at least a little. My teeth get a little whiter. I get into a fight with one of
my parents and suddenly I don’t feel like a little kid anymore. I think about my
future and suddenly I'm terrified.

There is, though, one place. There’s one place that I am completely and utterly
in love with. On the corner of 5th Avenue and Main Street, there is an run-
down, neglected motel that sits quietly as the rest of the city grows. When I was
younger, my friends and I would all walk past the building and wonder what
was beneath the walls of that motel.

The police weren’t too keen on trespassing, but the old motel didn’t have locks
and no one wanted to pay to put some on. So, we went inside. I remember the
first time I walked in there, it was so dusty I sneezed as soon as I crossed the
threshold. It was quiet and damp. The front desk had brown dried up papers
scattered around it. There was an old rotary dial phone that sat at the edge of
the desk. We looked at room after room, secretly hoping to find something,
although thinking about it now, I'm not sure what we were really looking for in
the first place.

Finally, at the end of the dark hallway, we all had stopped talking. Standing
before us was a very large door. We all glanced at each other, suddenly a little
nervous to be inside this old motel. I stepped forward, extremely curious. I
pushed open the door and there was nothing odd or scary about the room at all.

That door was a library. A plain library who seemed weathered with age. There
were cupboards of books, placed erratically around the room. It smelled like
dust and the faint scent of damp paper. In the corner of the room sat a blue
chair, deep brown oak as its frame. I walked into the room and realized that
there was no carpet, only cement with cracks and dirt hidden beneath. There
was something about the silence of the room that quietly pleaded to not be bro-
ken.

“This place smells so bad,” said one of my friends, who had wrinkled her nose.
“Yeah, we should go. It looks like there’s mold everywhere."
“Shh,” I murmured, hoping for the serene silence to come back.

My friends started to shuffle out of the room, all of them muttering about how
stupid it was to come inside this building. “It’s so ugly."

I picked up one of the books on the floor. The smell of its pages was like a cheap
perfume, easily forgotten, but not to be ignored.
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I remember thinking how unbelievable it was that someone how many years
before had held the same book in their hands. I started to flip through it and I
suddenly didn’t want to leave. For the next few years after that first night, I went
to that library whenever i had the chance. It was where I read, where I wrote,
where I breathed in the scent and lived the life the motel deserved. There was
something about that place.

Today, though? I stand in front of that old motel, right as bulldozers and the
workers pull up, ready to tear down the beauty that once filled so much life. I sit
down on the grass across the street from the motel. So maybe that old library
didn’t really mean anything to anyone but me. And maybe there really wasn’t
something special about that room, about those books, that chair. Those old
books held something deep beneath those pages and the dirt in those cracks
meant more than an old building pleading to be used. This building, this library,
was everyone. How people feel sometimes at the end of the day, cracks beneath
the skin and dirt and ugliness and unhappiness.

The bulldozer turns on, and I wish I could go back inside one more time, just to
smell the old books again.
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The Tale of Two Dresses

It's a crazy place in this crazy city where most people are wise enough to suffice
with passing by it. Other people prefer to get in and have a closer look at this
ancient flea market, for its heritage sometimes or for its bargains most of the
time.

In a shady corner of the market stands a middle-aged man hanging a brown
cocktail dress with gold floral embellishments and embroideries that looks so
antique, he looks at it desperately as he remember that he's been displaying it
for more than three weeks now and it's still not sold. The man cannot even
remember the number of times he offered it to his customers and got turned
down. He tried to find a reason why no one wanted the dress, he couldn't. But
the dress had some secrets that would make anyone want to buy it.

As the dress is hanging on this old, rusty wooden display that probably ages
more than the man does, you can see clearly the exquisite details in the
embroidery and the blend of colors that seem to have faded, just like the
memory of the ex-owner of the dress. You'll find the tag if you look closely,
signed by the legendary French couturier and the year 1951. As the signature is
disappearing shyly in the cream background, a story is about to die...

It started in the winter of 1951, when Princess Fatima of Egypt flew to Paris
where she was invited by a dozen designers to attend their fashion shows and
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hopefully purchase a design or two. In one cold Parisian night, The Princess
arrived to the luxurious hotel wearing a light pink dress designed by the same
designer and a fox fur that made her look very feminine. She smiled confidently
as if she was the most powerful woman on earth. That night the princess put
her eyes on a chocolate brown dress with floral embroidery and swirls and roses
embellishments in gold. She ordered it along with many other pieces.

The dress caused a sensation when the princess wore it to a cocktail party. With
envy and desire, many of her friends asked to accompany her on her next trip to
Paris.

The princess loved the dress, but she never wore it again. One day while
checking the magazines, the princess saw Helen Anderson, the famous
American actress, wearing the same dress on the cover of LIFE magazine.
Angrily, she called the designer and nicely complained that he sold her dress to
another one. The designer explained that he does two dresses of each design.
They ended up agreeing that Princess Fatima will purchase the two dresses next
time. To show his loyalty, the designer sent her highness sketches from his new
collection so the princess could choose before anyone else sees the dresses.
Fatima appreciated the gesture and ordered several items.

But before the clothes arrived to Egypt the revolution took place and the

A few days after her arrival to Napoli the designer sent princess had to leave.
her a letter asking her if she liked the dresses, only to find her answering that
The designer demanded his payments while the she never received them.
princess refused to pay. This would end up a few months later in court with the
princess losing to the "King of Couture".

The brown dress was kept in the princess's new villa in Maadi as she wanted to
wear it for the first reception she would host there. Only her maid Zainab knew
about this villa as Fatima was keeping everything a secret. Less than two weeks
into the coup, Zainab went to the villa to see if therewas stuff she could get from
After all, the princess would prefer her to have them than the soldiers there.
that kicked her out of the country!

Zainab remembered the dress when she saw it, and she decided to take it. She
She threw a fur coat over it, left the villa wearing the dress under her clothes.
too, to make sure that the dress was well kept, took a taxi and went home.
Zainab would use this dress to go everywhere she found classy or expensive. She
showed off her dress proudly every time, the number of times she bragged
about the dress and the antiques she got from there were countless!

Zainab left the dress in the closet as she got too old to wear it. She died two
years after her princess, and by her death the house had a new queen.

Her only son and his wife Soad lived with her. Soad decided to make
everything in the house hers, so she threw out the antiques and sold

the dress, along with basically everything else, to the used stuff man.
That's how it ended up in Wekalet el Balah Flea market.

So what happened to Helen's dress?
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Seductress

Follow me boy. Let’s get outta here.
I know all the right words. You can’t resist me dear.

Let’s be scandalous. Have some fun.
It can be out little secret. Come on come on.

Hurry up now doll. I don’t want to wait.
I know you can do it. Take the bait.

You can see it now can’t you? I like to toy.
You don’t have to worry. I'll bring you joy.

Just a few minutes. That’s all I want.
Proceed with caution. I love to flaunt.

You’re in my grasp. I have you now.
You won'’t escape. That’s a vow.

You don’t have to do much. Just a kiss or two.
It’s not that hard. Let it ensue.

Take my hand. Hold it tight.
Ilook easy to handle. But baby, I'm like dynamite.

I'll be gentle. I'll be rough.
Whatever I choose. It will be enough.

You feel my breath. Right on your chest.
Oh so tempting. Do you get my jest?

I'm warm beneath your touch. You want more.
I'm letting you have me. I'm evening the score.

So savor it while you can. I assure you it won’t last.
Whoops, look at that. It’s all done; in the past.

Let’s finish this tale. I'm bored with you.
That was much too easy. All I did was coo.

I'll leave you now. You'll never forget.
I'll haunt your dreams. Aren’t you happy we met?

Thank you for your time. I'm the queen of seduction.
I know what you're feeling. We had a wonderful transaction.

Goodbye now honey. Don’t look so grim.
I know it hurts. But you were only a whim.
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Insignificance

I think
Idream

I lay around, wide awake
People watch

And people stare

But people are always fake

My mind is jumbled

My mind is raw

My mind relieves with a thought

Fingers seize

While fingers cramp

Fingers ache to write before they’re caught

Paper holds

Paper silence

Paper always knows my secrets
Pen will draw

The pen will scratch

A pen will form all regrets

The world around

The world within

The world embraces all that’s odd
We must live

Or we must die

And understand that we’re all flawed

I think
And I dream

About this life

How it’s written
Under the knife
Plead with yourself
It is all you've got
For even with breath

You're just a dot
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They Say

Get over it, be happy
Take the pills

Go to the therapy
Feel better

Be normal

Cut the tears

Stop the crying

You have straight A’s
You have two parents
You have friends

You are normal

That they understand
That they know how I feel
That it’s not a real illness

They say just be normal

I can’t.
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Somewhere to begin

When you finally know the truth about your role
When you have to say your final line

End your last scene and let it go

And search for another script on the other side
How were you supposed to know that it’ll end like this?
You didn’t plan that you’d be on your own

You didn’t plan that you’d stand in this mist

Or that you’d face the world all alone

But you can leave now with these waves

You can make your own road, find your own way
Because the boat made of your broken dreams pieces
Is ready and releases

The anchor and will make the tough storm through
Keep all the memories

To make you feel better when you're sorry

And to strengthen you, because you won’t lose

Just seek for a new port across the sea of your fears
Start over and sail with the wind

You'll find somewhere to begin

You'll get on a new shore

Where you can be yourself and much more

Just start over and sail with the wind

You'll find somewhere to begin
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Family Recipe

Step One: Piss off your wife. Ingredients and measurements may vary; for best
results, try one lost remote, lightly seasoned, two broken dishes, finely
smashed, and one carton of spoiled milk. Let simmer for several days, then add
one large argument about her sister and allow to boil over. If these ingredients
are not available, or if time is limited, several overdue bills may be substituted.

Step Two: Get stuck on dinner duty for the next week. This step will take care of
itself once step one has been completed.

Step Three: Stew for several days. Provide food in the form of one or two car-
tons of Chinese takeout, a frozen dinner, and several handfuls of over-boiled
pasta. Dust liberally with resentment and anger, and let sit until the week is
almost up.

Step Four: Get stuck alone in the house on your day off. Attempt to fix some of
those things you're been meaning to for ages. Fail miserably.

Step Five: Decide that this is ridiculous and that if your wife can make dinner
every day after work, then you can damn well do it too.

Step Six: Gather the following ingredients—

One gallon of bruised pride

One dusty, beat up old cookbook that either belonged to your
wife’s grandmother or is an underappreciated wedding gift—
evidence is inconclusive

A pinch of creeping remorse

A crick in your neck from several nights spent sleeping on the
couch

The entire contents of your fridge—or at least, everything that
hasn’t gone bad yet during your week of neglect

Step Seven: Spend approximately half an hour staring blankly at your ingredi-
ents. Resist the urge to call your wife and beg for help.

Step Eight: Crack open the cookbook. Recover from your immediate sneezing
fit and start paging through the recipes.

Step Nine: Attempt the first extravagantly fancy recipe you come across, in the
hopes of impressing your wife—or at the very least appeasing her.

Step Ten: Wipe all traces of step nine from your memory, and also from your
kitchen walls.

Step Eleven: Take your frustration out on the cookbook and throw it at the wall.
When the binding falls apart upon impact, pretend you meant to do that.
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Step Twelve: In a fit of desperation, chop all the most appetizing looking ingre-
dients, throw them in a pot with some water, and hope for the best.

Step Thirteen: Pray.

Step Fourteen: Order more takeout, just in case.

Step Fifteen: Wait one hour, and then carefully lift the lid off the pot. Observe
that it actually smells pretty decent. Do a fist pump, and then sheepishly look
around to make sure nobody saw that.

Step Sixteen: Taste a spoonful, cautiously.

Step Seventeen: Fail to spit soup out or keel over. Decide to call that a win.

Step Eighteen: Set the table. Try to remember which side the spoon is supposed
to go on, and then give up and put them in the bowls.

Step Nineteen: When your wife gets home, kiss her hello, and also kiss the crick
in your neck goodbye.
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The Smell of Your Kiss
The smell of your kisses
Plays with my senses

So

I could hear your blue eyes,

I could taste your beauty,

I could see your wintry smell,
And I could touch the echo of
Ilove you

Spelled out from your mouth.

No Stopping Station in Our Love Train

Not to think of you is impossible to stand

Everything reminds me of you more often the rain

Listen to the words I say, read what's written in hand

I call it falling in love, they call it insane

I myself can't understand

So tell me how to explain

I only know this love between us is banned

How much has it taken from us? How much would it remain?
Why everything doesn’t go as planned?

I can't move on, this is too much pain

But I can't disobey what my heart command(s);

To love, to care, and never to complain

My heart started to grow, it started to expand

Your enormous love, my heart cannot contain

This is our love, don't care about what people have panned
We cannot stop loving, we cannot refrain

Our love won't stop taking part in this land

Because there is no stopping station in our love train

73



sl 8 s

Y daie Cany

& siaadl all L lS e il
e g piel iy
ol il Ul

e B bl s

Al s Bpe il Cad

5 el Mol Ll

Osiall G A g
Bl Gy S

Lall) Q;“s

(5 i3 il g a3 ol
APY ETON U v
Ldidl s il e

aglall elaw B
LS el
M\q})&dﬁj

St ales e Ciaas
elley Lo da

o i o

)433\ s gy

A3 ey 43l ,S3)

Jsene sia ge Ciiaas
adly e e o
Call caalail 13
e \L\\‘)A ‘)ui

f&\DY

Alyns A ol (Sl

),\.-al\ &)L&.I a‘)L:\ﬁ C\l\‘)u

e :L“AJ o Cafiaas

Gl ez g 3

Apde o JS) e

LY e aaad U s

58S Sl e psagll (s

corall (L i Jladis | eme yee



gl i bl N a3 e

bl o A e g

S Al gl JS Gl
sl (M s of (it
Aatall al HY) 4end il g
Mi)g.:\.m\.m‘)};u:jéc
D s G el

S5 ) e hians
gluall & Lidy

Sl 5 Jalily fagl

Ay e s e

SR S e Bl
A8al) & gay

slall QIS USG5 aa 5y duas
Ll (M Jeas o Ly

o s 3 ) Gl e ol
A e Snall 4l aa

G (55 6
las 5 Gile

Suays sl e hians
3\....;)1..43} Lﬁi u‘:
Ty eluyg) oo
sy Ol 8 e
Jses sl e
ol e a5 ol

75



\\

SADIE WALTON
REINBECK, IOWA




Neighbors

I'm in love with the girl who lives above me, and I've decided to meet her to-
night. My hands are clammy as I climb the stairs from my fifth floor apartment,
to her sixth. In my right hand, I clutch the letters that I've been saving for this
very occasion, and In my left I hold my heart as it dangles from the end of my
sleeve. Cats and dogs are falling from my forehead and underarms. For a mo-
ment, I consider turning around to change my shirt one last time. The only
thing that stops me from going back to my apartment is the fact that every arti-
cle of clothing I own is currently thrown into big pile of rejection on my bed-
room floor. I have to go on as I am; sweaty shirt and all. I reach the dark rectan-
gle of her front door. A combination of letters and numbers are written in gold
script, but I'm too nervous to know how to read. It’s her door though, I'm sure
of it. I take a deep breath, do one last forehead wipe, raise a shaking fist, and
knock.

I first heard the girl upstairs six months ago, when she moved into my building.
I missed her actually moving in, but I saw her name written in tiny white letters
on her apartment’s respective mailbox: Morgan Whittaker. At the time, I didn’t
think much of it. In fact, I had a girlfriend, a very nice one. She had soft hands,
and pretty eyes, and a very common name that I can’t remember. One night,
Generic-name and I wanted to watch a movie. Generic-name put in my all time
favorite movie: Duck Soup. Of course, Generic-name didn’t like it and com-
plained the entire time. When I asked her why she rented it in the first place,
Generic-name said she didn’t, she said Netflix sent it to us. I was pretty sure
that I hadn’t added Duck Soup to my queue, and when I checked the familiar
red envelope, it was addressed to Morgan Whittaker, the girl who moved in
upstairs.

After the Duck Soup incident, I started to see less and less of Generic-name. I
didn’t really miss her absence; instead of spending my time with her constant
prattling on about nothing; I spent it with Morgan. Morgan would never prat-
tle. In the evenings, I'd microwave some dinner, sit on my warped olive-green
couch, and listen. It’s amazing what a man can learn about a woman just by
listening to her through his ceiling. In the first week, I learned that Morgan
likes to watch America’s Next Top Model, The Big Bang Theory, anything on
HGTYV, and even SportsCenter, every once in awhile. I learned that she plays
bass guitar, really well. It was like I had John Paul Jones living above me in-
stead of a beautiful young woman. I would listen to her songs and imagine that
she was playing just for me. I would see her red fingernails against the black of
the base, her dark hair falling like music down her shoulders. Maybe she bites
her bottom lip when she plays; I've always liked it when girls bite their bottom
lip.

When I heard her stereo blasting Rush is when I truly fell in love. Girls never
like Rush, so when Tom Sawyer vibrated through my ceiling, I knew she was
the one for me. This was when I started to get a little obsessed. My regular lis-
tening spot was no longer good enough; I wasn’t nearly close enough to the
ceiling to listen to my Morgan dance in her kitchen.
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I bought a coffee table and a Lazy boy from a yard sale down the street. I moved
my Kitchen Table to my living room; duck taped the coffee table onto it, and
then screwed the legs of the lazy boy to the very top. When I sat in my make-
shift throne, my face was only inches away from her feet. I could practically
touch her.

It was the night that my cathedral fell down that I knew enough was enough. It
was time for us to finally meet. After I left the emergency room, I made a vow
that I would introduce myself to Morgan Whittaker: woman of my dreams, as
soon as my stitches came out. And that’s how I got to be here, knocking at her
door. My elbow still kind of clicks when I bend it, but I'm more or less healed. I
hear the familiar shuffling of her delicate feet and I nearly vomit when I see
their shadow under the crack of the door. I try to put on my least creepy face
when the door starts to open. I only get to what must look like a painful grimace
when I see the face of a man looking through my Morgan’s door.

I don’t know how to respond and just stand there for a few seconds gaping
while my eyes scan the apartment for any sign of my beloved Morgan. This tall,
broad shouldered, actually pretty attractive man has to be Morgan’s brother.
His hair is dark, like hers, and the way it falls around his face makes him look
oh so debonair. His lips are pouty and red, and for a moment I can’t help but
wonder if he bites his bottom lip.

“Is Morgan here?” I manage to dislodge the words from my throat.

“Yeah.” He says. I expect him to call for Morgan or step aside to reveal her tiny
frame behind his hulking one, but he just keeps looking at me. “Is that mail
mine?”

“Well, uh, it’s for Morgan. “

“Right. Me. Thanks man.” And with that he takes the mail from my sweaty
hands, gives me a half smile, and slowly shuts the door.

In hindsight, I should have known that my upstairs vixen was actually an in-
sanely attractive man, but I at least learned something from the experience. I
think I may be falling in love with the man who lives above me.
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Jessie

The residents that make up New York’s Upper East Side are often considered to
be the elite of the elite. In this part of the city money blows around like the wind,
and to the people of the Upper East Side money means power. If this is true
then Jessie Dwight’s family has more power than the entire state of Rhode Is-
land. As the daughter of a United States Senator, an anesthesiologist, and the
granddaughter of a multi-billionaire real estate mogul Jessie has been around
money her entire life. With such strong family connections Jessie has access to
the best schools, clothes, and people.

In the Upper East Side prep school scene Jessie Dwight is the “it” girl, and as
her title might suggest she is known for throwing the best parties. For the stu-
dents that attend prep school on the Upper East Side snatching an invitation to
a “Jessie Dwight” party means your social status is safe another week. For most
people all this focus on partying and socializing would get in the way of school-
work, but not Jessie. She has managed to maintain a 3.5 GPA and complete 200
hours of community service at a local food pantry, but she’ll never admit it to
anyone at the risk of blowing her image.

Jessie Dwight had the perfect life. Jessie’s entire family was full of rich and suc-
cessful people and everyone expected the same thing from her. She felt an im-
mense amount of pressure to live up to her family’s reputation she just wasn’t
sure how to go about it. She couldn’t understand why all her friends were so
excited to leave and go off to college. They all wanted to leave, but Jessie wanted
to life in the exclusive Upper East Side bubble forever.

That fall when Jessie went off to college she found the first semester harder to
handle than she had originally expected. It wasn’t like high school where every-
one knew who she was and practically worshiped the ground she walked on.
This was real life and she realized that this time the problems she faced couldn’t
be fixed with money. This time no one cared how rich she was or who she knew.
When she got lost on the way to class they just kept walking, when she went to
the dining hall for meals every day she sat alone, and while everyone was study-
ing together Jessie was studying alone in her room. She wanted so badly to go
back to high school and be at the center of it all. She thought she would never
find friends, and that she would spend the next four years being laughed at by
her peers.

Jessie always made sure that the laundry room was empty before she went in to
use the machines. She didn’t want people to see how much trouble she was hav-
ing acclimating to chores such as doing her own laundry or cooking her own
food when she missed dinner because class ran a little late. One day while Jessie
was in the laundry room a blonde haired, brown eyed girl strolled in carrying a
white laundry basket. She set her basket down on top of one of the washing ma-
chines and began dropping her clothes in an adjacent machine.
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While she was waiting for her clothing the blonde haired girl began talking to
Jessie. She introduced herself as Kate, a pre-law major hoping to become a lob-
byist in the senate. Jessie told Kate about her father and his position as a US

Senator. Kate was impressed and asked if Jessie would let her meet him some-
day.
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Summoning Trouble—an excerpt from a short story

It is a regular day. Summer is almost over, and I'm hanging out with my friends.
T've spent the last three months doing nothing. Doing nothing is fun with the
company of your closest friends, until the fun expires, and then it’s time to
think of something else to do, and that is just what I intend to do. I tell my
friends that we must do something full of fun, something joyful and entertain-
ing. After a while of thinking, all I can come up with is to wear our scary black
uniforms and frighten some rich people, but not just anywhere -- it has to be
done in their own houses. I still remember the last time we did it; it was most
definitely a lot of fun, not because we got to spread fear in the hearts of the peo-
ple living in the house, but because the old lady in the house had a gun, and she
ran after us like a hungry tiger, and we ran away like chickens. Someone could
have died that night, but I think we deserved it. I come up with another idea,
which is to go on a trip. Going on a trip sounds a bit lame compared to breaking
into houses, but since our last confrontation with the police over a stolen pair of
rabbits and a shop’s broken glass, we can’t afford any mistakes. Getting away
with the crime the first time doesn’t mean we could get away with it for a sec-
ond time, especially now that we are under the eye of the police. So, we choose

to go on the trip, and then maybe try to scare some rich people later.

It is Sunday morning, the day to make preparations and plans for the upcoming
trip. But for most of us, Sunday mornings are busy with religious rituals, be-
cause we are all from different religious backgrounds. I am Christian so I have
to be at the church. My friend Igbal is Hindu, and I never bothered to ask him
what Hindus do on Sunday mornings, but I know he is waiting for me outside
the church so we can go meet up with the rest of the gang. When I am done
praising the lord, I come out of the church; I see Igbal, and we start walking
towards the Jewish quarter to meet Elijah. Soon we come across Jacob, another
recruit on the team. We all head to the orthodox synagogue, where we meet

Elijah who joins us, so we keep walking toward our small hideout.
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Our hideout is just a shelter two kilometers outside our small city, hidden at the
bottom of a mountain. It was built at least eighty years ago to protect the people
in case a war was declared. The first time we found the shelter, we had gotten in
a fight with some kids who outnumbered us and had taken off down a dusty
road that led deep into the forest. We rounded a corner, and, while momentari-
ly out of site of our assailants, tried to hide in a patch of thick brush on the side
of the road. As we tried to force our way through the brush, I smacked my body
on a metal door, and it opened up, and we got in. The shelter has been our se-
cret hideout ever since then. We made it feel like it is our home, even building a

cage on the roof to raise animals.

At the hideout, we sit in the middle of the room around the fireplace. Each of us
talks about what we did since the last time we saw each other, which, since we
are all close friends, happens to be yesterday. While we are conversing, Igbal is
making us tea. Just a few minutes before the tea is ready to be served, Hocine
walks into the room and to his seat. The clique is now finally complete, which
means it is time to discuss the matters of the upcoming trip. We don’t know
where to go. Everyone makes a suggestion, but it is Hocine’s proposal that we
like the most. He suggests we start from the hideout, and from there we follow
the road to go deeper into the mountains, until we find a good site to settle in.
We decide to go on Tuesday so that we will have enough time to get food and

drinks, and anything else that we will need.

Tuesday, at three o’clock in the morning, I am already awake and stuffing my
bag, because I can’t sleep. Thirteen minutes later, I head to the hideout. As I
reach the Jewish quarter of the city, I decide to go get Elijah to accompany me. I
look to his family’s house, but all the lights are off. I think if I knock on the door,
his dad will probably be the one to come out. Elijah’s dad and I never get along,
and, especially at this late hour, I think it would turn into a tense situation, so I
don’t knock, and I keep on my way to the hideout. By the time I am at the brush
surrounding the old shelter, I make my way into it, and then I open the door

and enter. I see Hocine standing and facing the east, and as soon as I hear him
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reciting the Koran, I realize he is doing the Morning Prayer. I wait for him until
he is done praying, so we can talk until the rest of us get here. An hour passes
before anybody else shows up. Jacob arrives first followed by then Igbal and
Elijah. We carry our bags and head out down the dusty road that leads past our
hideout.

Thirty minutes later, we come to a fork in the road, and since Hocine is leading,
we are just following him; Hocine looks down the road on the right and whis-
pers, « I know that way. » To my surprise, though, he leads us down the road
on the left. Irecall a memory where Hocine told me something about the road
we just passed by. I can’t quite remember the details, but I remember him say-
ing there is some sort of a school for Muslims only, which I named at first Mus-
lim’s shaolin temple, but the name was long so I changed it to Maolin temple.
We all know he goes there at least once a week, but he never tells us exactly

what he does over there.

Not but two hours into our walk, I notice the sky is changing from blue and
clear to dark and cloudy, and the clouds are changing from white and bright to
grey and gloomy. Even the rocks on the two mountains on either side of the
road are becoming dusky and dim. One second I can hear the sound of life, the
next second I can hear the sound of silence. If it weren’t for the sounds of us
breathing and walking, I would name this place hell on earth. The further we
walk down the road, the bigger the trees around us grow. I look everywhere, and
it seems like everything in this cursed land is painted in a damned black color. A
few steps ahead of me, it is almost completely dark. I can only see Hocine, who
is walking in front of me. Grotesque shadows are on either side of us. I never
turn back to check on the rest of us for fear that Hocine will just disappear when
I turn around again. Hocine is the one I want to be standing next to when trou-
ble occurs, because I think he must be brave for taking the lead and being in the
frontline. It feels like we are walking in an endless tunnel, and I am starting to
lose hope on finding a decent spot to settle in. I am about to voice my thoughts

when I see a bright shining dot in the distant horizon.
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the inesz fade

and only i remember this game we played

aply 1 remember howmany squiggles vou
bludgeonsd my eveswith

telling me this that and those were wrong
telling me this like | didnt know

thati's

should alwavsbe capltallzed

lasttime] checked this wasmy blank sheet
nof vours

andthese are my mistakesto keep

not vours



but theryre not mistakez atall

tell me desktop

how do vouknowwho Barbieis

hut not Zora

gqually unconmmon names

hoth mfluential

but one aforementionednarme

yonrefuse to know

hecanse whats done in a hMalibubeach houss

tnmmps whats done in a Harlem Fenaissance

andwhats up with vou acknowledzing
Shakespears

bug not Redmen Fauset

and does capitalization equal validation
canweaskbell hooks

and aint amt a word right

imore my vemacular and ighore me
ijustwantedto playa game with vou
see1f youdlose composure

their iz nothing mors
1wasjusttestingvou

i wasjust testing vou
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Painting Flowers
“Slept well last night, honey?”
“Yes, surprisingly better than usual”, Rachel lies.

She sits down at the dining table in her kitchen. Her husband had prepared
breakfast for them both, a ritual he performed once every month, one he had
been undertaking on the same day for four years now. Rachel ate silently at the
dinner table, though, in her mind, her thoughts had never been so loud. It is
seemingly difficult to interpret the activeness of humans’ minds when they
seem still, the only motion they have is through their thoughts, and their only
gestures mere memories and remembrances.

Rachel gets up. Silently, she walks to her bathroom. Staring at herself in the
mirror, Rachel reminisces repeatedly; holding on to the past is the only thing
that drives her forward, her old happiness being used as fuel to guide her
through the difficult roads she currently encounters. Roads where you have to
keep on going even though you do not yet know where the destination leads —
dark paths that offer no means of hope, no means of true termination. Roads
with no fuel, and the only fuel that drives anything forward comes from the
happiness of the past.

At any second, a dead end might arise, effectively stopping the motion on the
road. Yet, to Rachel, she’d rather travel forever, exhausting herself both
mentally and physically, than know where and when the dead end might
appear. Even though she knew it would expose itself very soon.

Her husband’s shaver and her scissors on the sink surface stare at her. It seems
as if they, too, regret this day, the day that they are used not because they are
needed, but because they help portray a huge lie. What lie?

And with that, Rachel picks up her scissors, and cuts one strand of her
extremely short hair. The ground catches it. She cuts another strand. And
another. And another. She picks up the shaver. She turns it on.

She is now bald.

She quickly clears away the pile of hair on the ground. She then brushes her
teeth and washes her face. She dries her face, but it is still wet. She dries it
again, but its wetness prevails.

She then realizes she is crying.

Oh, how she had become so used to crying that she feels numb to is very
existence. She continues staring at herself, her face getting wetter and wetter,
but her eyes never once blinking. She stares at her head — her now, shining
head. Forcing herself to stop crying, she puts on a fake smile. This smile would
now remain the whole day.

Nine a.m.

Rachel opens the door to her daughter’s room. Curled up in her bed, her little
daughter slept. Gently, she woke her up.
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“Good morning, sweetheart.”
“Good morning mom.”

Her six-year-old daughter got up. Oh, how the innocence in her eyes gleamed a
pure light that can only be seen from children — children who can only see
happiness in life, children who are oblivious to life’s monstrosities. Humanity’s
troubles, blood red in our eyes, are plain colourless to theirs.

Her daughter’s innocence had always saved her from any explanation. Her
daughter had asked her why they looked “different” to other people, why their
heads “glistened” and others didn’t. Why the rest had hair and they both did
not. And her mother always answered with “because we are special and they
aren’t” and the daughter would smile to herself, with a happiness that was
beyond reach of any adult.

“Special”, she’d say, “My mother and I are special”.

It’s been four years. Four years since Rachel found out. Four years since she
took the decision to start cutting. Doctors had told her living past the age of
seven was impossible for her little daughter. Doctors had told her she would not
feel any pain. Rachel could never tell her daughter she had cancer. She could
never tell her she was going to die. For the past four years, every single month,
Rachel would cut her hair, to make her daughter feel special instead of
“different”. She would convince her daughter that other people were “different”,
but that she, herself, was special, that they were both special.

Even though she knew that the dead end was near, she did not know the exact
date that her destination would be reached, and that her little daughter’s fate
would be fully met. All she knew was that even though the actual journey to the
end was full of dread, dismay and depression, she would make it seem as if it
was the best “trip” ever. She would make her daughter feel special, instead of
sick. Her daughter would feel like a human, and not a disease.

Carrying her daughter on her back, she knew she’d face that wall that will
obstruct her journey with a bucket of paint. Instead of its blatant image of
death, she’d paint it with flowers. Instead of death forcing her daughter away,
her daughter would happily accept it.

She kissed her daughter on the head, and smiled.
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