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Mother 

1



Alone 

I imagine her lying on her back in a crib, staring up at the window on the wall above her. 

The pale blue of dawn fills the window, and it has been 24 hours since she last ate or had 

something to drink. Her hair is to her shoulders and fine as dandelion fluff. She does not cry or 

sleep or move. Instead she grasps a tiny stuffed bear, no bigger than her father’s middle finger, in 

her fist. Her stomach growls beneath her thin hospital gown. 

This isn’t her first surgery, she has had a few since the polio she got from the vaccine took the 

muscle from her right leg and caused the bones to slow their growing, but it will be the first she 

remembers. Doctors will cut a ribbon down her right thigh, break her femur, and assemble a 

device which fractures and lengthens the bone daily. The turn of a screw and she’ll look normal 

soon.  

I imagine her being afraid and wondering where her mother is and why she isn’t there, why has 

she dropped her off in the pediatric ward of the hospital? She doesn’t cry. She wants to, but she 

holds it back, because she can hear her mother’s voice rattle in her head telling her to be strong, 

telling her there is no need for such dramatics, and now she can hear the clack of her mother’s 

heels against the tile floors of a hallway getting louder and louder. She squeezes her bear tighter. 

Her memories start with pain. Poked and prodded by men in white lab coats who smelled too 

much like cigarettes. She will never walk, they say, never dance or run, never give birth, never 

live past the age of ten. She never heard them.  
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The Easter Seals child of Colorado, 1966, her confused, soft face in black and white is printed in 

the Gazette Telegraph. 
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Storm 

She is sitting on the couch with her night gown pulled up tightly around her knees. 

Her legs are prickly. Coarse black hairs poke through her tanned skin. One leg bounces up and 

down. Her long blonde hair, perpetually haloed by dark roots, is twisted and secured by a clip at 

the back of her head. Her skin is blue, cold, as it soaks in the glow of the Weather Channel. It is 

the middle of hurricane season in the Florida panhandle and the windows are open. Outside is 

saturated, heavy, too green even in the hazy dim of early morning. She looks up, smells the air. A 

storm is coming she says, and my skin buzzes with electricity.  

A warning. Prophecy. She knows the tiny red cyclone on the TV screen will loop its way around 

the peninsula and twirl into the Gulf of Mexico. She knows there will be evacuation warnings 

and power outages, that schools will close and the water in the lake down the street will overflow 

and snake its way into our back yard until it is level with the one concrete step of our front stoop. 

She knows we will stay. 

She floats around the house seeming not to sleep. A hurricane haint drifting in her long white 

nightgown. I cower, small and alone, in shadows trembling at the woman in white wailing 

through my home. I light candles, cast salt circles for protection, and wait for the eye of the 

storm. 	  
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Red 

I imagine her head propped up by her hands. 

Her mother sits at a wooden vanity painted white with a mirror framed in big light bulbs. The 

vanity seat is cream colored and cushioned. The carpet is orange shag.  

It is date night, and her mother clips on single pearl earrings and pulls the curlers from the front 

pieces of hair framing her face. Her hair is short, curled, brushing the nape of her neck. There is 

a tint of red at the crown only visible in the overhead lighting of her bedroom.  

She watches her mother from the bed. Watches her pick up a perfume bottle with a squeeze ball 

spray and watches the mist land on her neck, her cleavage. She watches her mother pinch at her 

cheeks, and then take a rouge-covered finger and massage it into the apples. My mother watches 

my grandmother comb black mascara through her lashes, her mouth opens in imitation.  

I imagine her metal leg braces clinking together as she bends her legs into the air behind her. I 

imagine her green eyes stare intently as her mother picks up the jade green lipstick tube, uncaps 

it, and twists to reveal the bright red lipstick. I imagine her purse her lips the same way her 

mother purses hers in the silver-backed mirror as she swipes then dabs the color over the gentle 

curves of her top lip and the fullness of her bottom lip. She smacks her lips and rubs them 

together the same way her mother does.  
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When her mother passes away twenty-four years later, when she is a young mother herself, she 

finds that same jade tube of lipstick, gold on the inside, the waxy red curved into a crescent 

moon from use, rolling around in the back of the vanity drawer under a fine layer of dust. She 

takes it out, uncaps the tube, twists, and swipes it over her own lips.  

In the mirror framed by bright bulbs she examines the color on her mouth. It is not her shade. 
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Trapped 

I imagine her brow wrinkled behind tortoise shell glasses, the kind that dip to mid-cheek and 

reflect the fluorescent light softly humming over her head. 

She is sitting at the kitchen table, picnic style with benches of heavy wood, painted white and the 

same deep green as the ivy border she painted from a stencil on the wall just below the ceiling. 

The flow, she’d say, pull the color through, everything in threes. She tells people she is an 

interior designer, banker, an emergency room nurse. She is not single, divorced, alone in a house 

with her four sleeping children. I imagine her straining to hear their stomachs growl in the 

middle of the night through the mattresses, through the floors, over the ambient rumbling of the 

dryer full of their tiny shirts and socks.  

She has memorized the curves in the bold red letters of PAST DUE on the bills in front of her, 

splayed out on the table like every scene from a movie about a woman whose desperation has 

settled into the lines around her eyes, the ones that creep up from her top lip.  

I imagine her eyelashes smudge the lens of her glasses. She is afraid, uncertain, vulnerable the 

same way an animal asleep in the wild is vulnerable. She jumps at the softest noises, the clink of 

metal in the dryer, the icemaker in the refrigerator. When was the last time she slept? 

The bay window looms above the narrow reading nook to her right. She stares for a long time 

trying to see past her reflection and into the night. She knows what is out there - the rosebushes, 
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the willow, a fence with broken lattice. But all is lost in the pitch. It is only her in the middle, 

slumped over, knowing there is nowhere else to go.   
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Body 

She is lying beneath the sun on a blue and white stripped reclining beach chair. 

Sea gulls squawk and circle waiting for someone on the beach to toss a chip, piece of bread, but 

eventually their cries mesh with the sound of waves slurping at the shore, and it all melts into 

white noise at the center of which she breathes deeply.  

Her bikini is black with gold clasps and she doesn’t use sunscreen, only an oil she sprays from a 

brown Hawaiian Tropics bottle that is sticky and covered in sand. She rubs the oil into her skin, 

lifts her leg to reach her ankle, slides her hand under the straps of her top, until her body is 

golden and shimmering. The fine layer of hair on her stomach catches the sun and she knows the 

men a few yards down the beach are watching her. She arches her back, bends a knee. 

The sun dips in and out of pure white wispy clouds and the shadows chill her, raising goose 

bumps on her arms, her legs, around the silk ribbon of scar on her thigh.  

I am quiet in the sand next to her. Fine white sugar sand warmed by the sun. My arm tingles and 

my hand feels a pull to reach out and glide a finger down the pale pink skin. It shines softly, like 

a pearl. I know it is too sensitive to touch, like the one along her spine that looks like a corset 

pulled tightly closed. She is sewn together, sewn shut.  

She lifts her sunglasses and squints, looks over to me squinting back at her. My face is red from 

the sun, hair sticky with salt.   
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Lauren, stop staring at me. 
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Envy 

I imagine her face washed in the white-blue light of her computer screen. 

She isn’t wearing make up and her lips blend into the surrounding skin save for a sliver of pale 

pink peeking out from inside. Her eyelashes are long and blonde, fine like fledgling down. The 

wrinkles that have split and settled are pulled up between her brows and her eyelids rest lazily, 

too-low, on her eyes.  

She’s reading and typing, reading and typing, reading and typing. There’s a woman she used to 

know, used to be friends with, until her husband shot himself in the head and the woman became 

not so much friend but foe with a great deal of money. Foe with long black hair and tight skin, 

full lips, an ever growing shoe collection of Chanel, Fendi, Jimmy Choo. She spent it all. Dead 

broke my mother says. Stifles her laughter. Pulls her lips tightly closed around a smile.  

I see my mother sitting up in her Pottery Barn California King, her third husband sleeping 

soundly beside her. Alive. Rich. My mother types to her foe who asks my mother to forget she is 

even alive, forget their friendship, calls her a mean, mean woman for the things she has said 

about her. My mother types furiously, fueled by something invisible but green.  

You are pathetic!!! I know you went through all your money!! Now all you have 

are your little girl group who are their to constantly give you the affirmation on how beautiful 

you think you are.  
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She is serpentine. Her forked tongue flicks from between her teeth and she constricts around her 

envy. Her scales shine black and venom drips from hidden fangs. 

 I imagine her snapping closed the laptop, settling under her comforter, content with her kill, and 

falling asleep.  
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Brace 

I imagine her peeking through the metal doors into the gymnasium of her high school. 

Her spine has a slight curve to it. The scoliosis hasn’t been corrected yet by the metal rod in her 

spine and the big plaster brace they give her next year. Her hair is pulled back into a high 

ponytail with a yellow ribbon, and all the baby hairs are slicked down. She is wearing a knit 

sweater with a pleated skirt, and when she walks across the wood floors to audition for the 

cheerleading squad, her metal leg braces clink and rattle. The sound reverberates off the empty 

bleachers and walls. 

I imagine her smiling big, looking right above the heads of the cheer captain and two coaches 

sitting in the bleachers with their clip boards. There is silence until one of them tells her, in an 

incredulous voice, to go ahead, dear. They watch as she clasps her hands together in a hollow 

clap, elbows tucked into her ribcage. She says ready and okay. She does not do a cartwheel, does 

not do a toe-touch or the splits. Her voice is crisp and loud. Her voice reverberates off the empty 

bleachers and the walls.  

She didn’t make the squad that year or the gymnastics team the next. 

She says she wished her mother told her she had a disability, wished her mother stopped her 

before she made a fool out of herself. She smiles, though, when she tells this one.  
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Fleeing 

I imagine my mother in a flourish of white and lace. 

She has one hand on her pregnant belly, the other pushing back from her face the tendrils of hair 

that have fallen out of the French braid at the back of her head. Her hair is long, a thick rope of 

dyed blonde with roots peeking through at the crown, dark and new to the sun. Her face is a 

collection of Anglo-Saxon angles in the spotless mirror above the sink in the half bathroom 

where she hides. Eyes green, sharp, scared.  

There is a fist against the bathroom door that rattles the wedding pictures on the wall. I imagine 

the man on the other side fuming with eyes dark enough to engulf his pupils. Shark eyes. He 

threatens her, calls her bitch, calls her cunt, and from inside the bathroom, she can hear her 

toddler son crying in his room down the hall. She can picture him red-faced and standing up in 

his crib clenching the wooden frame the same way she clenches the doorknob. The little boy’s 

hair is matted from sweaty sleep and a faint lipstick mark is on his right temple. She always has 

on lipstick. A brown mauve.  

It’s evening in Tucson and the sun has finally disappeared behind the jagged horizon. My mother 

wonders if their neighbors can hear her husband pounding on the door.  

She has been in the bathroom for too long. 
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She can smell his breath as it permeates through the paint, the wood of the door. Gin, Vodka, 

Red wine. She can picture his teeth stained purple.  

She pleads with him to just calm down. He says he will, all she has to do is open the door, let 

him in. She thinks about the little girl curled in her womb, space getting scarce. She thinks about 

the little boy in the room down the hall with his stuffed animals Sharky and Moosey, the only 

comfort he has while she is locked in here. She thinks about the suitcase shoved in a back corner 

of her closet under piles of old sheets that she has slowly been filling since the first night he 

drank too much and threatened too much. 

She believes him, believes something in his voice. Opens the door. He moves into the bright 

bathroom with a fist and the same scissors she uses to mend his flight suit, sew on his American 

flag and rank patches.    

I imagine the pressure of the open scissors against her white lace nightgown over her stomach. I 

imagine the moment his fist meets her jaw. I imagine her falling to the ground like the petals of a 

dead flower gently touched. Time passes, and she wakes in the dark. Alive. Alone. I imagine her 

standing up after her feeling the tight skin of her stomach still intact.  

With a baby on her hip and another in her womb, I imagine her leaving in the middle of the 

night. 

15



Voice 

I imagine her face as a stone carving. 

The war is in its infancy, and her helicopter pilot husband has been deployed to Kuwait since 

October 2002. She has spent Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Years, Valentine’s Day without her 

husband. She has fielded questions from friends and family: Isn’t there a break for 

Thanksgiving? Don’t they pause for Christmas to let the soldiers come home?  

She has woken up to two Black Hawk helicopter crashes, the invasion of the Baghdad airport, 

and heard her husband on his weekly phone call tell her, you will be my last thought if I go down. 

He was in the first group out there, first boots on the ground, after September 11th. The rest of his 

company deployed the next year in March 2003. He was supposed to be gone for a year. Twelve 

months. They promised. But Lt. Franks pushed his orders to 18 months and he will come home 

with the rest of the company.  

I imagine her sitting in a gymnasium, folding chairs set up for wives of the deployed and a few 

off to the side for press. Lt. Franks is in Kuwait with his men but his superior, General Bell, is 

there and asks if anyone has any questions about the war in general, when the husbands will be 

home, and I imagine her raising her hand, slowly standing and steadying herself. She has been 

rehearsing this.  
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She will tell him Lt. Franks is keeping their men, taking advantage of the disorganization within 

this “operation.” This could go one of two ways; she gets her husband home on time or she will 

be silenced, ignored, embarrassed for speaking out. She has been a military wife through three 

husbands, she knows disorganization, uncertainty. Letdown comes with the territory. I imagine 

her second-guessing herself as she stands under hot fluorescent lights. General Bell has his eyes 

on her face, illuminated in a sea of women trying to stay afloat, bags under their eyes from lying 

awake waiting for the call to come, the one that tells them their husbands have been engulfed in 

flames. The call they are always waiting for. 

She clears her throat. 
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Leaving 

I imagine her wearing a feather boa. 

She accidentally matches the pale pink of the restaurant’s carpet with its palm frond print and 

gold trim accents. Her bare arms are draped over the back of her chair, and her hands hang limp; 

one holds an unlit cigarette between the first and second fingers. Her body is open, daring. 

Her eye shadow is turquoise and her hair is teased, her lips, a brown mauve. 

Across from her sits my father. His hair is neither blonde nor brown but a sandy mix of the two, 

and his eyes are a paler blue than mine. It is their wedding anniversary, the ninth or maybe the 

tenth. He has been gone on TDY, or temporary duty, and come back in time to celebrate.  

Tonight, at the same restaurant they have celebrated each anniversary, she will tell him she has 

picked up smoking, that she has met someone else, that she is in love, and that she is leaving 

him. I imagine my mother justifying this news, because he has become distant, he doesn’t love 

her like he used to, if he would only call at a time besides exactly at 9:30 am every Sunday.  

If you only touched me. She lights her cigarette, inhales and it burns the back of her throat. 

If you only showed me something. She exhales and the words float across the table and fall into 

the fine wrinkles on my father’s face. He is tanner than she remembers him being.  
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Collection (Beginnings) 

1982 

I imagine her elated. 

The two front teeth of her smile a shade whiter than the rest, veneers, but you can’t tell unless 

you spend time studying her.  

He’s an aspiring fighter pilot in the Air Force, and she is a Colonel’s daughter. Kings have made 

worse arrangements. He’s Italian she says, an octave lower, to her younger sister who sits in rapt 

awe of their budding romance, their instantaneous love. His eyes are dark. His hair is thick. His 

love scares me sometimes. This last part she keeps to herself.  

This is new to her, but she is ready to settle down, commit to someone who is just as obsessed 

with her. She takes the risk, walks down the aisle, never questioning. 

1989  

I imagine her desperation hidden behind a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. 

She’s alone with two kids and no job but a babysitter willing to watch the kids on weekends 

while she goes to the Officer’s Club on base where she meets him, this sweet man from Texas. 
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He’s a navigator on C-130 planes, and his eyes are cloudy blue. He is safe, secure and when he 

cleans her pool he sings Randy Travis. She wants to believe him when he gets to the part in the 

song where he promises forever and ever, amen.  

She needs him and man, is she pretty. 

1998 

I imagine her trying to remember the touch of a man. 

She waits until her four kids are asleep and leaves her wedding ring at home. She takes a cab to 

AJ’s, because that’s where her single friends hang out, and she just wants to dance a little bit, 

drink a bit, feel a little sexy. 

He is in flight school and towers over her. A former Marine, his smile is bright enough to cut 

through the hazy dark of the bar. He picks her up and dances with her until her cheeks ache from 

smiling. He begs to see her again. She agrees.  

Her guilt is palpable but there’s just something in the way he looks at her. 
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Breakdown 

I imagine her hair pulled back into an elegant French bun. 

She is on the floor of the dining room next to the glossy cherrywood table she paid entirely too 

much for and around which no one is allowed to sit together and eat, because it’s the most 

expensive thing she owns. Her mascara has left dark tracks down her cheeks, and she is trying to 

catch her breath. Dried snot glistens on the cuffs of her Limited navy-blue blazer with shoulder 

pads an inch thick. It is 1999.  

Her face is flushed, mauve lipstick smeared and bleeding into the fine lines fissuring around her 

mouth.  

I imagine her trying to understand why she is crying so hard, why she can’t seem to stop for even 

a breath. The reasons string together in one long thought like the strand of fresh water pearls her 

mother gave her. Because I’m getting a divorce. Because my new lover is younger than I am. 

Because I have four kids to raise on a bank teller’s salary. Because I am thousands of dollars in 

credit card debt. Because there is a scratch on my new table.  

Fifteen years from the moment she laid on the floor in a crumpled fetal position she will tell me 

that this was her first breakdown. She will tell me she went to see a therapist after all that 

uncontrollable sobbing. I imagine her reclined elegantly on a chaise lounge, the mahogany 

leather is the kind with dimples that catch the patient’s sweat and tears. Maybe she’s smoking, 

maybe there is only a sliver of light in the smoky, dark office that falls across her eyes as she 
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retells her childhood, daughter of a Colonel and a home-maker. She ashes her cigarette into a 

crystal tray - the punctuation to each sad story.  

She will tell me that this therapist comes to the conclusion that she is severely depressed, that she 

needs to be on a mood stabilizer, that she loves her youngest child, my little brother, the most 

because he was born so close to her own mother’s death.  

I will nod at all the appropriate places in her confession and say, that must have been so hard for 

you, mom. 
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Millennium 

She is sitting on a couch in a black strapless gown. 

The couch is in my aunt Dottie’s house, and the woman next to her with an arm flung around her 

shoulders is her best friend, Nikki. Nikki has on a shimmery red dress, and in her right hand 

there is an empty champagne glass.  

My mother’s mouth is open wide, lips pulled back over white teeth. Her eyes are slits of black 

eye-liner and green iris. She has never been more free, more happy, more unhinged. She will 

leave her breakdowns and failed marriages in the previous millennium. From now on she will 

only do what makes her happy, what sets her heart on fire, whatever that may be. 

Someone twirls a noisemaker behind her, there is a popper mid-explosion in the photograph. 

This is all too cliché, a stock photo of New Years Eve. Confetti and gun powder frozen in the air. 

Her updo, a stiff pile of tendrils on the top of her head, has caught the flash and each hairspray-

coated curl shines.  

She is tan and freckled and eight years older than her new boyfriend. She is recklessness and 

storm gales and forest fires. She is solar flare and Santa Ana winds, glass blown too thin.  

Here she lives forever, in a suburb on the Florida panhandle, suspended seconds before the ball 

drops in Time Square, cheap champagne pulling at her smile.  
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Guilt 

I imagine her laughing, red lips curled perfectly around porcelain veneers. 

There is a smudge of lip stick on her canine, and somehow she wears it well. The smudge 

spreads and looks as though she’s been eating flesh, ripping meat from bones. Her laughing is a 

National Geographic photo series of lionesses looking up from their kill. 

I wonder if she knows. 

I imagine her waking in the middle of the night. There is no laughter, only the dark and her 

sound machine, a rain storm on a loop. Every two minutes and twenty-six seconds it starts over. 

That is approximately 186 beginnings of a storm each night. One hundred and eighty-six times 

the sky opens and lulls her to sleep. One hundred and eighty-six times the rain stops, if only for a 

fraction of a second, and this is what wakes her.  

I wonder if she lets her mind wander. 

I imagine her staring up at the popcorn ceiling. Her fan is on and her eyes water, tears stream 

slowly to the hair at her temples and never reach her pillow. I imagine there is a voice inside of 

her that whispers, but what about your children? She knows the voice, knows it will never go 

away. Louder now it asks her don’t you know what you’re doing? And louder still, nobody needs 

you more. Is it her voice she hears or some ghost of her Mother, screaming now don’t you know 

what you’ve done?  

24



Then all is silent again. The storm loops again. She falls asleep again. 
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Gift 

I imagine her believing. 

It’s a Gift, she says, a gift of seduction, of controlling men, they will always want you. She is 

smirking. She is always smirking. She has secrets tucked away, between her teeth, stowed under 

her tongue, clinging to the back of her throat. I only ever know what she wants me to know. 

I imagine her a freshly blossomed teen. It is 1977 and she is all “Dancing Queen” and “Rich 

Girl.” Behind her trail men two, three, four times her age begging for a glance, a look, possibly, 

perchance a touch. Their pleas go unanswered, and she goes on glowing. Radiant and pure. This 

is power, and she is irresponsible. She lets this boy call, that boy touch. She’s drunk. The Gift 

gives her herpes simplex one on a ski trip when she kisses a boy on a lift who wouldn’t take no 

for an answer.  

In my head she is all right angles, too thin, sharp as the edges of piano keys. She sounds just as 

bright, clear, dripping with mystery and dangerous notes, the kind that sound beautiful alone, but 

when played together, will always create dissonant chords. It is 1987, and she fends off an 

abusive husband the same way she’d fend off a grizzly in her home. She barricades and hides, 

keeps sharp things close by, an ice pick, butcher’s knife, her tongue. The Gift gave her two 

children and a man so obsessed if he can’t have her, nobody can. 
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She takes the way a man stares at her teenage daughter, all heavy breath and sweat, and turns it 

into magic. It’s because you’re so beautiful. Walk by them again I want to see what they do. She 

watches with a mix of envy and pride and something that stinks like stomach acid. 

The Gift is using her daughter as bait, and there has to be some fable with a fox or a doe or a 

wolf written about this exact moment, right before teeth sink through flesh, and I want to tell her 

the difference between a gift and a curse.  
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Daughter 

She was overdue. 

Not by much, but enough to make her uncomfortable. Her doctor told her to sit on the couch, 

relax, enjoy some television, eat spicy food, drink a glass of red wine. Just one.  

Her acid-wash overalls were pulled tight over her pregnant belly, and she refused to go out in the 

Arizona heat. She wore pearls, and her hair, tarnished by her thick line of dark brown roots, was 

pulled into a French braid. She felt hideous. Large, sweaty, her feet barely fit in her shoes. Get 

out of me. She has done this twice before. A boy and a girl. This one would be a repeat of what 

she already has. A way to catch that sweet man from Texas. 

She would never admit it out loud, go to her grave with that thought pinging around against her 

skull. The baby taking up space in her womb was her ticket to a better life. A punch-card to 

upper middle-class and a husband who would never threaten her life, cheat on her with an 

aerobics instructor who wore turquoise leotards and pink leg warmers.  

In 16 years she will tell this daughter no, we are not friends. In 20 years she will look this 

daughter, with whom she spent eight hours in labor, in the eyes, the same blue eyes as the man 

who was supposed to give her a better life, and tell her I love your brother more. She will tell her 

you know me better than anyone and then don’t ever cut your hair. She will disappear for 

months. She will promise a card, a call, a visit.   
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And the daughter will always be waiting. 
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Daughter 

30



Envy 

I remember Jon Benet on the cover of every magazine next to the check-out at WalMart. 

It was 1996 and I was also six years old and blonde. I stared for a long time at the glossy face of 

a little dead girl my mom said was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. I knew what dead 

was; my parakeet, Precious, was dead and so was my Oma but Jon Benet looked like me but 

better, and I didn’t understand how if I could be alive, she could be dead. Old people died, old 

pets died. Not the most beautiful girl my mother had ever seen.  

Staring at her shining picture under fluorescent lights made me mad. I didn’t have red lips like 

her. There was no blue eye shadow swept across my eyelids. I couldn’t dance like she danced, 

snapshots of her mid-pirouette in her ballet leotard. She didn’t have an overbite from sucking on 

her pointer finger, or thighs that squished outwards when she sat on a playground swing. No, Jon 

Benet Ramsey was perfect and my mother thought so, too.  

So tragic my mother said. I wanted to be tragic. Such a classy young girl my mother cooed, her 

face inches from the magazine cover, her cart full of Great Value brand bread and family-size 

cans of Campbell’s chicken noodle soup. I wanted to be classy. I stood up straight and elegantly 

grasped each grocery and gently released it onto the dirty conveyor belt. I bent at the waist and 

hoisted the too-thin paper towels onto the belt. I wondered if my mother could see my grace, my 

poise.  
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Gift 

I remember her face half in shadow. 

She told me I was a gift. 

I was thirteen, and my body was a present wrapped in shiny paper beneath a Christmas tree. It 

twinkled under white lights and held infinite promise. If you let a man open that gift, he will tear 

your paper, rip the ribbons, break the box, and nobody will want you ever again.  

She told me not to smile so big. 

I was fourteen and groomed for pageants in southeast Alabama where competition was as thick 

as the hairspray keeping the bikini bottoms from riding up my ass. My body was sticky, orange 

from tanning beds, and shaved smooth. My body was a plastic trophy glued to a faux-marble 

stand. My face was a canvas for a drag queen named Michael. I was cheap in a magenta gown, 

the organza skirt puffed with two crinoline petticoats. Don’t smile so big, you’re showing too 

much gum. Don’t walk so loose, stand still, turn around, don’t blink, don’t frown, don’t eat that, 

or that. Smile. Smile. Keep smiling.  

It was her laugh in my head when I was twenty, and the man in my bed with a shaved chest and 

too-small-teeth finally woke after hours of me mentally begging him to just get out. Let me clean 

you off my breast, my neck, from between my legs. It was her mouth that smiled when the man 

who drove three hours for a cheap dinner and an easy lay scrubbed my skin with his eyes like a 
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scouring pad and lye. It was her voice that answered when the man I would never speak to again 

once he left my tiny apartment asked me if I craved “words of affirmation.” 

Of fucking course she does. 
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Alone 

I remember my stomach folding in hunger. 

The interrogation room in the Fort Rucker police department was small and windowless save for 

the one-way mirror taking up the wall behind the detective and his desk. There was an old 

computer and a box of tissues. The detective, young maybe 35, scribbled on a yellow legal pad 

while we sat in silence across from each other. I watched him struggle. He asked me to go into 

detail about what happened to me on a muggy night in April when flowers spread petals and 

lover’s lips.   

When he left the room static filled my ears. I tried my hardest not to stare at the red-cheeked 

mess of my reflection in the one-way mirror, her face was gaunt and tired. That couldn’t be my 

face. My face was full of life, still 19, still stupidly optimistic about the world, still something 

other than the skeletal remains that mirrored my movements in front of me. 

The camera hanging in the upper right corner blinked a single red light. 

I tried to imagine the people on the other side of the mirror, watching a woman sit in a room that 

to her kept shrinking, the walls creeping closer with each inhale, like quicksand. All I could see 

in my mind were faceless men sitting relaxed in office chairs, drumming their fingers on a table 

waiting for me to make a move, give myself up as a liar, crack under the buzz of fluorescent 

lighting that I was sure was getting louder and louder with each passing second.  
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Two hours passed. They try to break you, I thought, try to scare you into changing your story or 

giving up altogether. They couldn’t break me, couldn’t reach me, because I was miles away on a 

plane flying across the Atlantic, I was catching lightning bugs on a humid summer night in 

Florida, I was balancing on a boat bouncing along Mobile Bay. I never cried. I became a fortress 

no military, no single soldier, could penetrate and when the detective came back inside the 

white-walled room and asked me who I had become since being raped, my lip quivered, but I 

steadied myself.   
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Red 

I remember sitting across from her at the picnic table in our kitchen in Florida. 

The paint on the table was sticky under my palms under my chin, and my thighs stuck to the 

bench. My hair, wild and white, smelled like warm salt and my dangling legs could still feel the 

pull and push of the waves. I thought of nothing but riptides all day. How, in an instant, they 

could pull you under by your toes, invisible hands that took you from your mom and dog and 

pulled you out to the nothingness of open ocean.   

My mother had her maroon and white stripped nail bag with a draw-string tassel on top open 

next to her and a plastic case separating each size of long fake nail in front of her. She picked up 

a long white nail, placed it over her own, cocked her head to the side, put it back in the container. 

She continued until she found the right size for each finger and dabbed super glue to the inside of 

the plastic nail and stuck it on. The fumes made my head pound, but, mesmerized, I stayed and 

watched. She stuck on ten long nails that curved like a witch’s nails and, before she clipped them 

shorter, and filed them round, she reached out toward my face and cackled.  

She pulled out a bottle of nail polish, a signature color, Revlon’s Vixen. I wanted to wear this 

color, but I was too young, too small, not woman enough just yet. She dragged the wet brush 

along the length of the fake nails, brought the finished hand up to her pursed lips and delicately 

blew a cool stream to dry them. They looked like a warning. Color patterns insects used to show 

their predators that they were full of poison. I watched in awe tinged with fear. I wanted to be 

full of poison. 
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She asked me to put the cap back on the bottle of polish and zip up her nail bag as she gingerly, 

with long fingers extended, grabbed a People magazine. Behind her on the countertop in a glass 

casserole dish was the sand dollar I found earlier that day soaking in bleach. 
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Trapped 

I remember clinging to the smell of jasmine blooming at dusk. 

At twenty-two, I sat outside of the converted two-car garage apartment and smoked Camel Blues 

and let the warmth of the jasmine surround me. My blonde hair lacked luster, my skin was dry 

and eyeliner seeped underneath my tired eyes. 

Any positive thoughts, this is how you get out, cling to them. It was beautiful, the smell jasmine at 

dusk. I wrote about it and told people I was a scholar, a writer, a brave adventurer dwelling in the 

deep underbelly of America’s impoverished youth. I was not homeless, depressed, keeping shitty 

weed hidden from my landlord in my freezer to sell in dime bags for groceries and dog food.  

A friend got me a job at a crumbling lumber inspection company that peaked in the 1930s, the 

same time the last updates to the building occurred. I was convinced the air made me sick. 

Positive thoughts - I’m sure the rats will kill me before the asbestos. 

At night I’d lie awake on a sheetless mattress on a floor of cheaply padded blue carpet with 

stains I couldn’t identify. I’d imagine the cars that once occupied the space. Maybe an old 

clunker, or a new corvette sat there, the owner a balding, middle-aged man. Or maybe there was 

a red Mazda Rx-8, the same kind my dad packed up and drove away in. I could almost see his 

boxes in the cramped back seat. The only thing he left behind was an oil stain on the garage 

floor. 
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I thought of the negative balance in my account, remembered I may have left a ten-dollar bill in 

my pants pocket, got up and checked. Empty.  

In a folding chair in the living room I sat and ate a chicken sandwich from Wendy’s dollar menu. 

I counted the soft thud of roaches dropping from the hole in the ceiling onto the padded carpet.  

I was up to seven. I grew more and more envious of their escape. 
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Brace 

I remember my teeth aching. 

A pain radiated from them and up my gums into the bones of my face. Metal brackets with holes 

on the sides to hold the headgear in place glued to my back molars. I only had to wear it at night, 

they said, only had to wear it for a few hours at a time, only until my overbite was gone. She 

could eat corn through a picket fence my mother would laugh, does anyone need a can opened? 

I remember my legs looked chunky in bubble-gum colored tights. My thighs would squish and 

flatten when I sat on the leather seats of my mother’s new gold Jeep Grand Cherokee. I pinched 

and pulled and prodded until they looked skinny. My soft ballet shoes were dirty pinkish-brown, 

what I imagined the color of the inside of a stomach to be.  

My hair was pulled through the green harness that cradled the back of my head and connected to 

the metal contraption attached to my back molars and sticking two inches out of my mouth that 

pulled my bones into an acceptable position.  

I kept my eyes down when my mother looked in the rearview mirror and told me nobody will 

even notice you.  
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Fleeing 

I remember being numb. 

The sun was still crawling beneath the horizon when I drove him in his army uniform to the bus 

stop. I remember cicadas screaming. His hand was on my thigh in the same spot where a month 

ago he ripped a hole in my tights, the same place he grabbed hard enough to bruise, to hold me 

down.  

At the bus stop he pulled his bags from the trunk and asked me to be his again. To belong to him. 

I’ll wait until you come back. Through clenched teeth. I had three weeks to escape, to erase 

myself from his life.  

I left before his bus and drove to our home where what little I owned sat in garbage bags hidden 

at the back of the closet. I moved from the entryway and up the stairs where he first screamed at 

me to get out, punching a hole in the wall just above my head when I sat too scared to move and 

into the bedroom where night after night he crawled on top of me and told me he was the only 

one who could ever love someone like me.  

I sat on the floor and waited. I waited for silence, for the ground to split open and swallow me. I 

couldn’t remember if I was elated or if I was able to feel happiness without pricks of panic. 
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I remember his forgotten phone, plugged into the wall, dinging with a text message. It was from 

a woman named Jenny saved under the name Matt. She couldn’t wait to spend time with him as 

soon as he returned from SERE training.  

I lost control, decided I had no choice but to destroy everything in order to rebuild myself 

somewhere else. I remember screaming until I got sick. I wondered if the neighbors were home, 

if they could hear me, if they would care.  

I tore the house apart. I tossed his phone into a sink full of water and let it drown, I left his car 

lights on in the garage. I left his refrigerator open. I threw clothes from drawers and hangers into 

a pile in the middle of his room. I tore sheets from the bed where just the night before he begged 

me to love him just one last time, and when I said no he laughed quietly in my ear and took what 

he wanted anyway.  

And when the rage inside of me had had enough, I cried. I sat on the floor of the living room and 

lit a cigarette and choked through smoke and sobs. For hours I sat smoking that cigarette and 

shaking and staring at my reflection in the black screen of the TV. A wild woman looked back at 

me, unhinged, hair a shock of white blonde and cheeks stained with mascara and salt. 

After the sun set on that first day, I packed my bags into my car and left that town forever but not 

before writing in big block letters with my favorite shade of red lipstick on his bathroom mirror, 

don’t try to find me, I’m a fucking ghost.  
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Voice 

I remember the tile in the foyer was cold under my bare feet. 

Here was where the sound echoed the best, reverberated off the halls and into my ears in just the 

right way to truly hear what I sounded like when I sang all of Christine’s parts from Phantom of 

the Opera. I would sit in the middle of the tiled floor and close my eyes and imagine a disfigured 

face giving me the power to push all the air out of my lungs into a stream of perfect pitch but it 

never came out the way I wanted it to, never strong enough, never like Christine. 

I was Etta James, Ella Fitzgerald, June Christy, pushing from my feet and out of my mouth the 

soul of “Strange Fruit” and the longing love of “Someone to Watch Over Me.” Judy Garland 

accompanied me to sing “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” in warbling transatlantic voices and 

together we made the windows rattle. Judy told me that birds fly over the rainbow and always 

asked me why, then oh why can’t I?  

Her voice in my headphones cracked. She was smiling, and I could tell, because her voice 

changed, and I knew there are happy tears in her eyes. I heard her voice build and build as she 

climbed the crescendo, this question of why can’t I towered up over me and we both sang as 

loudly as our diaphragms would let us, but neither of us knew the answer.  
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Body 

I remember my shirt, it was a deep navy with a screen-printed fairy in purple and glitter sitting 

on a stone with one toe dipped into a rippled pond.  

My hair was long and parted in the middle. My make up consisted only of too-thick black 

eyeliner applied unevenly on the top and bottom lids, and I had just started at a new middle 

school in Alabama. It was my fourth week, and I had my bottom row locker combination 

memorized.  

I knew a couple of people. The skater group with baggy pants and untied shoes with thick 

tongues. No friends yet. I kept to myself at lunch, and in the free time between my bus dropping 

me off and classes starting in the morning, I sat alone sketching flowers with an old charcoal 

pencil. That was when a boy with curly red hair came up behind me. I squatted at my locker 

putting away my bag and coat. The hallway was crowded and nobody paid attention to the 

chubby boy or his hands that crept out and toward my body.  

His hair was red, curly, and his face freckled. I remember him perpetually pulling his pants up 

over the dingy underwear peeking out between classes, while he walked to the bathroom. He bit 

his nails, had scabs on his elbows that he picked at in English class where I sat next to him and 

watched dried blood and dead skin form a tiny pile on his desk that he’d blow to the floor.   

Thirteen years later I could still feel his hands slither from my back around my ribcage to cup my 

barely budded breasts. Still hear his laughter trailing behind him as he ran away down the hall. 
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Still feel the pit grow in my stomach and acid gurgle up to burn the back of my throat when I 

realized that my body will never completely be my own.  
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Millennium 

	  I remember our driveway lined with white Christmas lights, staked into the grass like a runway. 

The air was cold, even for Florida. In the morning, I woke to frost on the neighbor’s rooftop but 

that night I sat alone on the lawn watching the stars fall in and out of fast-moving violet clouds. I 

left the front door cracked a bit so I wouldn’t get locked out. In the living room the TV was on, a 

host with a bright white smile and cheeks red from the New York City winter counted down 

from  

Ten. 

My pants were too short and the crispy dead grass poked at the exposed skin of my ankles. A 

satellite blinked by or was it a plane? 

Nine 

There was warmth in the house next door, and I wondered if they felt sad when listening to 

Christmas music, too. I wondered if they could see me. 

Eight 

It was a plane. 

46



Seven 

I pretended I could see the people in the plane, even from miles below, and they could see me so 

I smiled to show them I wasn’t crying. 

Six 

But I was crying. I cried too much, not enough, only when I was supposed to, never when I was 

supposed to, only when my mother left. I couldn’t remember the last time she wasn’t leaving. 

Five 

They said computers would stop working and planes would fall from the sky with satellites soon 

to follow, so I spread out my arms to increase my chances of being crushed by the weight of 

everything falling from space. 

Four 

I was tired but I made it that far so I stayed awake with the cockroaches and the bats that 

screeched and flew like they were being jerked around by fishing line above me. 

Three 
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I didn’t know where she was. I thought I heard a car alarm, or was that her voice singing in the 

New Year. Was she afraid?  

Two 

We two have paddled in the stream, from morning sun till dine, but seas between us broad have 

roared since auld lang syne. 

One 
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Storm 

I remember neon green light filling the tiny window above the metal doors to the band room 

annex. 

I should have died, been one of the eight that perished in a high school hallway on March 1, 

2007 in small town Alabama. Just moments before the EF4 tornado slithered from the clouds to 

churn on top of my school, I was in the hallway that collapsed, leaving a French class, looking 

out a window and wondering to myself how strange the clouds looked that day. In my seventeen 

years I had never seen the warning signs, the whispy clouds that form a funnel.  

When the lights cut out someone screamed and something somewhere was banging. Hail clinked 

against the roof. The metal doors were chained shut but they still pulled and pushed with the 

wind outside. Whistling, a train, screaming again. My ears popped. Silence. I looked up through 

the rectangle window above those metal doors, the only barrier between a small hallway full of 

kids and the storm outside. I thought about time slowing. 

I thought about the movies and the television shows that said tornados only last a few seconds, a 

minute maybe, and then they’re gone. Time must have slowed, must have stopped, because those 

winds weren’t leaving. I thought about the hands around me, shielding me, whose hands were 

these? I thought about a squirrel I saw in my yard that morning, unusually plump. I thought 

about my mother and what I had said last to her. I couldn’t remember.   
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After the winds stopped, and I crawled with other bewildered students through brick and mortar 

and pipes and branches and over downed telephones poles, their wires spitting blue, I was home. 

I don’t remember how I got there, but I was alone and on the phone with an aunt who lives up 

north telling me she saw the storm on the news, saw my school looked like it had been chewed 

up, spit out, was just calling to check on me. Who? I asked and hung up.  
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Leaving 

I remember sitting on the floor of our studio apartment. 

My hair was wavy, natural, hadn’t seen dye in a year. A look my mother called “granola.” I was 

twenty-two, rarely wore make up, and smoked too much weed. Being high wasn’t fun, a mix of 

panic and feeling like my esophagus would dry out. But he smoked, liked that I smoked, liked 

that I didn’t need to wear make up. A look he called “low maintenance.”  

He sat on our one folding chair and played games on his Xbox while I folded my clean clothes 

and placed them at the bottom of empty boxes. Occasionally, he would tear his eyes from the 

screen and look down at me, smirk, I like you from this angle. Subservient.  

We used to sail Mobile Bay, watch Osprey circle their nests above wild rye and catch the last 

glimpse of sun flare along the horizon. We passed the Bellingrath Gardens, acres of flowers like 

Allamanda and Frangipani. I felt like I loved him. Somewhere I must have. I stayed. I stayed 

through him leaving, I stayed through him yelling. It was never that bad, I’d tell myself.  

We were stagnant water. There were no waves, no danger, no passionate pull and push of the 

tide, just two people stuck in tepid romance, and I was tired.  

When he said he was going to move to Texas to work on an oil field, I said I’d go with, spark a 

sort of flame back into the weak burning embers we had become. But I was the one who packed. 
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I was the one in the car driving through Mississippi, Louisiana, stopping at the Texas state line to 

take a picture alone.    
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Collection (Beginnings) 

2007 

I remember feigning ignorance. 

My hair dyed a brassy blonde from a box from WalMart, make up applied how I thought it was 

supposed to be, how I watched my mother apply it.  

He was older than my 17 years. He was 20, in a band, and had hair that he flicked out of his eyes 

with a sharp twitch of his head. I wanted him to teach me. Teach me how to play the drums, how 

to kiss with tongue, where my hands were supposed to go. He was the son of our pastor and took 

my virginity on the couch in my living room while my parents slept upstairs.  

On Sunday mornings, sitting on the unforgiving wooden pew, I knew I’d marry him. 

2009 

I remember not sleeping the night I met him. 

Two years out of high school and working at the local pizza joint, I went home smelling of 

onions and desperate for a way out of town.  
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He came in to my restaurant with a friend, sat in my section, and didn’t say much. His hair was 

buzzed close to the scalp and his Army uniform pulled at something in my chest. He was a real 

man, exactly what I needed. I spent my shift mentally willing him to leave his number, ask me 

for mine, anything, and when he left I deflated. I took my defeat with a Budweiser and a 

cigarette in the back parking lot.  

After my shift he tracked me down on Facebook, and he spent four hours talking about himself. 

2013 

I remember not looking for love. 

A new city, a new state, a new school. My focus was on my studies. 

He wore Hawaiian shirts and was always at the coffee shop across campus a few minutes before 

I’d show up. His hair was slicked back, long on top and shaved on the sides. I liked to watch him 

read his books, a collection of Oscar Wilde’s work, Joseph Conrad. He’d read along, like a 

sentence and stop to underline. I could feel him look at me. 

Four years later, he married me under old oak trees. 
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Breakdown 

I remember the dark creeping in. 

It was slow, deliberate. It stepped over piles of unwashed clothes I meant to get to, a sleeping 

dog I forgot to feed, the bills that just got to be too much so I stopped opening them.  

I was on the couch, and it had been three hours since I woke up and crawled from my bed to 

here. My husband spoke to me, but he wasn’t on this planet. His words were a whisper, prosy 

dialogue from a dream I’d already forgotten. I apologized, but I knew the atmosphere was thin 

here, sound didn’t travel in space, and there were light years between us.  

I was alone. I was in a perpetual state. I was gathering dust. 

I couldn’t remember when I blinked last. Was it when QVC was showing Christmas gift savings 

in July? But then it was September, and I couldn’t remember August. I stopped telling people I 

was doing well, I stopped saying I was fine, stopped talking altogether. I was not a ghost, I didn’t 

haunt this tiny house, I didn’t have the energy. 

Instead I was a barely breathing mass of skin and bones and hair arranged in the fetal position on 

the god-awful floral couch my stepmother gave me replaying “Danny Boy” by Tony Bennet and 

crying into one of the dogs. My full bottle of Venlafaxine had expired. 
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My stomach growled, and animal instincts kicked in. Food, sex, shelter. There was a ray of light. 

Somewhere deep inside something wanted to live. A bear emerging from hibernation. My body 

begged to survive while my brain shrugged it off like a restaurant suggestion. Doesn’t really 

matter to me.  

The body won. 
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Guilt 

I remember pacing a room with laminate wood floors. 

There was water damage, and the floors were uneven and sunk slightly underfoot. 

What if I’m making it all up? What if it wasn’t all that bad? What if it’s only in my mind? 

My hands were red from wringing them. My wedding ring rubbed my finger raw. 

What if it wasn’t that bad? What if she never said those things? What if my memories are false? 

The floor creaked, and my dogs watched me, their eyes curious and dark. 

In my mind she was always in the middle of an open-mouth laugh. In that pose I inexplicably 

love her. I wanted to laugh with her, ignore everything that has ever happened. I wanted to lap up 

her presence and tell her none of what came before matters now. But it did matter. I spent too 

long studying, excavating, learning how to be and not to be, and I couldn’t turn back.  

This was my mother. 

A woodchuck lived under the house. I imagined her digging into the soft earth. She burrowed 

and created intricate tunnel systems. She found her way in the dark, remembered when to turn 
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left, when to turn back, return to where she came from. She dug and dug and dug until eventually 

the earth was hollow.  
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Mother 

I am the archeologist brush in hand, sweeping away a fine dust that covers her. 

My chisel and pick clink clink clink until my space is clear, and I’m left to scour, map, explain 

her lines of stratigraphy. There, there is the sediment of perseverance, where once she fell and 

shattered a mug, sent coffee splattering on the floor, the walls, the ceiling. I put my nose to the 

solid line of brown earth and smell the French vanilla creamer she used that morning.  

There is the line of sexuality, colored red from flame and passion and iron. There is glitter here, 

salt deposits from tears, and the faint smell of Chanel No. 5. Here lies a trip to New Orleans that 

ended up on film and secrets about a cop in a small town in Alabama she still keeps.  

There is the charnel house, an exquisite find. The black mound of ash and bone where she has 

laid to rest and scorched each previous version of herself. I look there for a trace of me. A breast-

feeding baby, or a toddler with white hair down to her waist.  

There is no room, no daughter-shaped hollow space. The nesting doll that is my mother has 

always been a solid block of wood.  

I think about what lead me to this place I consider sacred ground, what urges me to dig up and 

dissect. A dream, reoccurring, always the same outcome. My mother a cigarette on the dirty 

ground of a parking garage. She dies while I watch, while I slowly extinguish her.   
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I am selfish. Digging up corpse after corpse trying to find traces of myself in them instead of 

letting them rest. But the past is the hallowed ground I have destroyed with shovels and words. I 

cannot stop excavating because we have the same smile, we have the same laugh that erupts 

suddenly from our throats. My hands are her hands; my eyes are hers. It’s a cycle of the same. If 

I cannot accept my mother, what does that mean for me? Her life is mine foretold.  

A murmuration swells and slithers and spins. The chaotic black vortex frightens and awes. But it 

is only starlings. No one knows why they weave and undulate in an evening sky like ink dripped 

into water. And I’ve spent twenty years studying the way my mother sways, the way her hair 

looks when its wet, the way her lip pulls up on the left side when she sings. The why of her 

words, the where are you? All the while I have been frightened, in awe, silenced by the force that 

is her. Left breathless by her every move. But she is just a person. We are only people.  
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