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P r a i s e  
 
 
 
 
 
“A beautifully vicious first collection of retrofitted fairy tales, 
with whip-smart swerves, darkly funny moments, and razor-
sharp language. Like Angela Carter meets Let the Right One In 
with a dash of Lady Vengeance tossed in for good measure.” 

—Brian Evenson, author of Windeye 
and ALA-RUSA Award-winner Last Days 

 
 
 
“You think you know these stories of wolves and witches, 
wicked parents and wicked children, devils and vampire 
boyfriends. No, you do not. Here is storytelling that is deft 
and dangerous. Tales that seem to hold back over a great 
roiling. Then they don’t. They get you.” 

—Lucy Corin, author of One Hundred Apocalypses 
and Other Apocalypses and The Entire Predicament 

 
 
 
“The ‘girl’ in Carmen Lau’s fictions is a kind of shifter, mov-
ing in and out of cracked fairy tales, would-be knock-knock 
jokes, and scenes that run on the weird but persistent logic of 
certain dreams. Lau’s debut is rich, surprising, assured. Let’s 
take a moment to recognize the emergence of a remarkable 
new writer.” 

—Scott Garson, author of Is That You, John Wayne? 
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“Haunting and beautiful, 
Carmen Lau’s collection 
reads like a fever-dream of 
all your familiar childhood 
tales. These stories are at 
once contemporary and 
timeless, intertwining 
modernity and the 
world of the ever-after 
with deliriously powerful 
prose. Readers may need a 
trail of breadcrumbs or a ball 
of twine to find their way 
back to reality—The Girl 
Wakes is mesmerizing.” 

—Eric Shonkwiler, 
author of Above All Men 
and Moon Up, Past Full 

 
 
 
 
“A warning as you set 
out on the enchanted 
path Carmen Lau has 
created: These sharp 
and surprising stories 
beckon like the wolf’s 
unhinged jaw; they 
will delight you, de-
vour you, transform 
you.” 

—Elise Winn, Iowa 
Review Fiction Award 

and Fairy Tale Review 
Prose Award Winner 
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R i c h  B o y  
 

 
HEARD THEM SCREAMING as they 
burned in the dark. No one else heard. No 
one else felt my unearthly joy. 

Let’s begin the tale like this: Partly to 
escape my dreams, partly to escape my 
mother, I went to a party at a rich boy’s 

house. One of the eighth-graders I started smoking with 
during break invited me. Her aunt used to clean for the rich 
family, in a house of such leviathan size its tiled halls swal-
lowed and spat her out. This aunt had been found in her 
apartment last winter, strangled and defaced. 

I climbed out my bedroom window to attend. If my 
mother found out, she would slap me. 

“Do you want to end up dead like those women?” she 
would say. “Like those women in the fields?” 

She did not know that it was never in fields, but in 
houses. Out in the open, there is nothing to fear. 

I walked hours through the crisp night, past empty fields 
waiting to be sown, past forests of bitter-smelling orange 
trees. The sky, ripped open above me, revealed so many stars 
like white-hot seeds burst forth from a ripe pod. Dogs did not 

I 
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howl when I passed, for I was quiet as sleep. The world, ren-
dered vast by darkness, opened wide and gaping at my every 
step. I hummed to myself a song of my own invention, 
moved by some creeping joy that thrilled my veins. I would 
kiss the rich boy, I decided. I would make him fall in love 
with me. 

The house was as sprawling and pale as my friend had 
suggested, one of those manses perched incongruously on the 
barren yellow-grassed hills at the edge of town. But when I 
went inside, it was nothing but kids with cheap red cups 
dancing to music I did not recognize. I asked around where 
the rich boy was—I wanted to see for the first time someone 
this rich.—but no one knew. 

I drank and went to the backyard and sat under a tree. 
No one followed me out. The music was muffled and distant 
encased within the house, and all the people inside were far 
away. The further it inched past midnight, the cooler it got. I 
tried to stay so still dew would form on me. I thought, I am 
sleeping awake. 

The girl who invited me came out and said, “What’re 
you doing?” 

In an attempt to answer, I vomited. 
They took me to a bathroom. I pawed water onto my 

chin. In the mirror I was puffed and huffing. 
“Girl,” I said, “you’re done.” 
When I opened the door, they were gone. All of them 

were gone—secreted in nooks and crannies a stranger like 
me knew nothing about. I was alone, and in my solitude, the 
house called for me to wander. 

I discovered the parents’ room. In the mother’s closet 
were shoes lined in neat rows, smelling of the stores they 
came from, smelling of the bags they had been carried in, 
swinging to and fro, crackling in that woman’s manicured 
hand. I saw pictures of her, the whole family, on the walls. 
There was a painting of them, even. The mother had a hand 
on her son’s shoulder, and she was smiling without teeth. 
She was very beautiful and did not look like she had ever 
married or ever lived. 

There were bottles of perfume lined up on her vanity. I 
put on her smell, and then her face. I slipped on a sheath 
made of cream silk. The fabric and the chill it let in sent 
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tingles running down the whole of me. The shoes fit just 
right. Wrapped in her, I was ecstatic. In the glow of the van-
ity lights, I was changed. Look at those pink lips, those peach 
cheeks. I was the woman in the painting, smiling and tooth-
less. I pulled the sheath down: these were the breasts of the 
rich woman, small and fresh and tender. I leaned into the 
mirror. My breath smeared the glass in an opaque mist. 

When it vanished, I saw myself, bare and measly in 
yellow light. 

I threw the perfume bottles against the wall. When they 
broke they made no sound, tumbling jagged and silent upon 
the snowy carpet. I waited for the room to smell heavenly, to 
reek of something I could never imagine, but the scent that 
rose from the shattered glass was harsh like liquor. 

Once I began, I could not stop. In the father’s green-
walled, leather-floored office, I poured a decanter of cognac 
on the desk, all over his papers, and set it on fire with my 
lighter. It took several tries for everything to catch. When it 
did, the roar was mighty. I wanted to see it eat the whole 
house. 

But I was not stupid. I did not want to die. I crawled out 
the window and down a trellis grown over with pale roses. I 
found out in the light of home that my hands and knees were 
bloody. 

“Do you want to end up dead?” my mother said. She 
was crying and shaking. She raised her hand but did not 
bring it down, for she was merciful. “Like those women in 
the fields?” 

“Wait until you hear,” I said. “It will be on the news. It 
will be grander than anything you have ever seen. When you 
see it, remember that your daughter did it for you.” 

I really hoped it would happen, then. My mother, you 
realize, was the most loved thing to me in the world. Every 
day, she went to strangers’ houses to care for the dying so 
that we would not have to eat and sleep in the open. In these 
strangers’ houses, she swept; she mopped; she made food for 
them and staved off their pain with conversation, like a 
geisha for the moribund. Her feet and back often ached. 
There was little poetry in her life. 

The next few days, I waited to hear that the house had 
burned down with all the people in it. I waited to see the rich 
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boy’s face as he spoke of how he returned from wherever he 
had gone to find his manse up, impossibly, in flames. How 
would he weep? Bravely or with abandon? We had the news 
on all day. I did not tell her what we were watching for. 

“I am going to kill you,” my mother kept saying. “Don’t 
you know I could never stand to lose you?” 

“Mom,” I said. “Watch.” 
But they did not say anything about it. Slowly, my moth-

er lost interest. Her anger abated. I stopped talking to the girl 
at school. I stopped expecting anything at all, but for a while, 
whenever there was news, I still paid attention. Where was 
my rich boy? Where was my fire in the night? But it was 
always those dead women, those defaced women, taking up 
the air and my sleep. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  



	  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

F a m i l i a r  
 

 
HE WITCH KILLED my family while I 
slept. I heard her singing in my dreams. When 
I woke I saw her leaning across my bed, her 
long, white hair over my face. I screamed and 
wept, but she did not kill me. She liked me too 
much, she said. I asked her why. She held me 

up to the bathroom mirror. 
I could see it then, what was in my eyes. I cried. I want 

my family, I said. When my weeping escalated to howls, she 
sewed my mouth shut. 

I watched, my hands fluttering, as she assembled for me 
a gown of butterfly wings. She stripped me of my PJs, 
slipped the butterfly dress onto my shaking body, and said, 
How pretty you are! 

Whenever I brushed a hand over the loosely stitched 
wings, my touch dislodged tiny, glittering scales. The dead 
were everywhere around me, on my skin, caressing me. 
From this, I was supposed to learn silence. When she re-
moved the stitches from my mouth, I asked to see my 
family’s bodies. I want to say goodbye to them, I said. I want 
to kiss my mother one last time. 

The witch laughed. She laughed and laughed and 

T 
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laughed, until I could take it no longer and covered my ears 
with my hands. Even then I could not pull my gaze away 
from her shaking form, doubled over in laughter. 
 

 
 
EVERY NIGHT, the witch killed people in their sleep, cut 
them into parts, and brought them back in a canvas bag. She 
sat me on the counter and fed me sparrow eggs while she 
baked flesh. To preserve my life, I pretended to love those 
eggs. I pretended to love her. All the while, I thought of re-
demption. For I remembered my mother’s words: A bad per-
son can always redeem herself with good acts. I could still 
become good if I killed the witch. 

I could wait for her to fall asleep, at which point I would 
stab her, or choke her. With what? A kitchen knife, maybe, 
or her own long hair. But I never saw her sleep. While I lived 
with her, I needed no sleep, either. It was hard to plan other 
ways to kill her. We were often busy; I had little time to 
think. 

Every day, I helped the witch sew skins. Bear skin, fish 
skin, worm skin. She could slip one on and be anything. The 
skins fell apart upon undressing, so most of the time we sat 
mending in the living room. I admit I grew to like the feel of 
fur against my palms. The puncture of a needle through 
scales gave me deep satisfaction. 

Sometimes she draped a skin loosely about me, urged 
me to act like an animal while she watched and clapped. She 
sang her songs, and I moved my body and sang along with 
her. 
 

 
 
THE WITCH, behind her hair, was beautiful as snow. She 
hugged me and kissed me, and she was everywhere cold. It 
was easy to forget. 

Will you eat me, I asked one day when feeling brave, 
like you eat the other people? 

She laughed and wound a necklace of tiny seeds around 
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my neck, wrapped it around and around my throat. What do 
you think? she said. 

I was becoming her dog. Indeed, the only skin she let me 
wear was a jackal skin. I followed her every night to people’s 
homes buttoned up in that mottled pelt. I helped her carry 
the bag in my slender jaws; I marveled too much at the ele-
gance of my new skull to mind the smell of blood. 

And no—I did not turn away when she killed. It all 
looked unreal in the darkness, her quiet slicing of throats. In 
the jackal’s guise, it was easy to think like an animal. 
 

 
 
ONE NIGHT, as she was fiddling with the oven and I was 
still in my jackal skin, I managed to clear my mind enough to 
remember redemption. 

I knocked the witch to the floor—I tore at her throat. In 
my mind I screamed, For Father, for Mother, for Sister, for 
everyone! 

When I finished, she lay bleeding on the linoleum, her 
breath coming out shallow, uneven, ragged. I circled her. I 
knew I should sever her head completely from her body, but 
I could not bring myself to apply my teeth to her savaged 
neck again. I went to the living room, slipped my skin off, 
and turned the television on. I watched what might have 
been sitcoms, or nothing at all—I couldn’t tell because of the 
snow. When morning came, I returned to the kitchen. Upon 
hearing my footsteps, she rose and wrapped a towel around 
her neck. 

How I love you, she said. 
I did, at least, try to be a hero. 

 

 
 
YEARS PASSED in a haze. After my failure, there was 
nothing for me to do but shrink. Let me be a faded photo-
graph, I said to myself. Let me be so many seeds in ashes. 

Then my breasts began to grow. Blood stained my but-
terfly frock. Day by day my hips and thighs became more 
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conspicuous. I longed for the clean straightness of my child 
body. In order to hide the changes, I took to staying in my 
jackal skin indoors, while mending, while dancing. 

At last the witch said, Take that off. 
When I refused, she caught me by the ear and unbut-

toned my skin. It fell off me in pieces. 
Let me stay in it forever, I said. 
She presented me with a pile of curtains from the house 

of an artist she’d killed. The material was of the smell and 
feel of hospital gauze. 

You can make a corset from this, she said. 
She was growing tired of me, I knew. While she sat with 

her back to me sewing skins and singing quietly to herself, I 
cut and pieced sheets of gauze together, using rose stems 
from the backyard as boning. I tried to show her my progress 
but she did not care. With every stitch, it seemed, I faded. 

After three days, I finished the corset. It would at least 
flatten my chest. To lace it I used strands of my own hair, 
grown long as the witch’s by then. I asked her to help me 
with the lace. She set her work aside and stood behind me. 

Pull it tight, I said. I wanted to feel the fabric in my 
bones. I wanted it to shrink my flesh into neatness. 

She pulled it until I whined in pain. That should be 
enough, she said. 

I shook my head and began to cry. She lay me gently on 
the floor, placed her foot against my back, and pulled hard. I 
lost my breath; I fell asleep. When I awoke, she was gone. 

I waited for her for days. I turned on the television, but 
there was nothing but snow. 

When I realized she would not return, I peeled the corset 
off, put it in the oven, and watched it catch on fire. Then I 
went outside into daylight for the first time since the witch 
came. The sun burned my skin and the air smelled of mown 
grass. Little birds sat sleeping in the untended lawn. At first I 
didn’t see them and almost kicked one, but I stopped myself 
in time. 

I blinked at the stark green of the neighborhood trees, 
and I hailed the first person I saw. It was the neighbor boy, 
grown tall and lean and handsome, walking to his door with 
mail in his hand. 

“Hey,” I said. “Do you remember me?” I thought to 
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myself, How I have changed. 

“Yes,” he said. “We used to fuck.” 
The birds erupted upward. Feathers everywhere, scald-

ing. Behind me, the house burst into flames. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I n s i d e  t h e  

W  i t c h ’ s  H o u s e  
 

 
ANSEL AND GRETEL are inside the 
witch’s house, eating. They eat the fudge 
walls, the marzipan ceiling, the sugarpane 
windows, the lollipop floor. They crawl out 
on their hands and knees, their bellies 
aching from fullness, to graze on the flowers 

in the garden. When the witch finishes baking, they eat her, 
too. They suck the fat off her bones and say she tastes like 
gingerbread and licorice. 

Then Hansel says to Gretel, “I’d like to eat you. I’ve al-
ways wondered how you taste.” 

Gretel has been waiting to hear this. 
On the one hand, she dearly wants to be eaten by her 

brother. She’d like to succumb for once. How long have they 
been running now? How long have they been lying? It would 
be nice, finally, to be eaten. It seems so inevitable: everything 

H    



~ CARMEN LAU ~ 26  ~	  
in the end seems to be food. 

On the other hand, she’d like to taste Hansel. She says to 
him, “I will let you eat me if you finish eating this entire 
house.” 

Hansel sets to it, and after a while he gets so full that he 
falls asleep. Gretel drags him to the oven. His baked body 
smells and looks just like candy. First the hands, then the 
feet, and now the familiar face: the eyes that once saw her, 
the tongue that once spoke in her ear. She has come this far. 
She cannot stop; he is so delicious. Before long, he is all 
gone, and Gretel—she is so fat, so stuffed, so gleaming with 
new promise, with Hansel inside her and everything differ-
ent, everything so marvelously changed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I n s i d e  t h e  W  o l f  
 

 
HAT FABULOUS FUR you have,” I 
said. 

He really did. It was sleek, the 
color of snow and ash. And what 
quantity of it! Imagine my delight up-
on opening Grandma’s bedroom door 

and finding him, lying on his side with his head propped up 
with one sturdy leg, as if posing for a portrait. Veritable 
hillocks of fat and fur this wolf had, roll upon roll, all spilling 
one over the other. One small shift and his entire body trem-
bled. His fur glistened like metal in the lamplight. Looking at 
him made me hungry. 

“Thanks,” said the wolf. “I like your cape.” 
My cape was long and red. My mother spent day after 

day spinning yarn from nettles, night after night weeping 
over a loom. She bit her own tongue and spit the blood to 
dye it. By the end of it, she couldn’t speak. She did all that, 
even after I told her nettles wouldn’t make good yarn; nights 
aren’t good for spinning; blood would fade after so many 
washings. 

“My mother makes me wear it in case I die in the 

“W 
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woods,” I said, “so she can find my corpse with ease.” Being 
on the cusp of womanhood, I am always on the brink of 
disaster and death. 

“How clever,” he said. He rolled onto his back. The 
loose rolls of blubber shifted to his sides, revealing the shape-
ly bulge of his belly. 

“Why is your belly so big, and why are you lying in my 
grandmother’s bed?” 

“From time to time,” said the wolf, “I have the urge to 
feel what it is like to be pregnant, to have a living being kick 
gently at me from inside. For I am a male wolf and cannot 
bear pups. Your grandmother here wanted to help me, so she 
crawled into my belly, and here I am, experiencing the mira-
cle of pregnancy.” 

I put my basket of food down and studied the wolf’s 
belly, imagining my grandmother curled patiently inside, her 
thin, wrinkled limbs tucked snugly against the walls of the 
wolf’s stomach. 

“I wonder what it’s like in there,” I said. 
“Go on, give it a try,” he said. “I promise I won’t chew.” 
Why not? I thought. 
The wolf opened his mouth wide, and I climbed in, 

squeezed down his throat, and slid into his belly, where my 
grandmother was indeed curled as I’d imagined her. Her 
sparse gray hair was slicked down by his fluids, her eyes 
squeezed closed; she was as small as a toddler. Seeing her 
like that, I was filled with love. I formed myself around her 
so that we made one large ball, undifferentiated flesh. If we 
stayed still enough, we could feel all our hearts beating. 

“Nice, isn’t it?” she said. 
And it was. Very snug. I opened my mouth and touched 

my tongue to the lining of his stomach. He tasted acrid; I 
knew that in time the acid would strip us of our clothes, our 
skin, our every layer until we were bones and then nothing. I 
closed my eyes. 

Being inside the wolf, my grandmother and I could 
pretend we were, in a way, the wolf, like we were wearing his 
skin. There are all these tales of people who dress in bear 
skins, in seal skins, in cat skins. They become those animals, 
as if a skin can somehow reach into your very core and 
change you. One quick button-up and you’re something else 
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entirely. Well, we had the best skin of all, a wolf’s. A fero-
cious beast, all teeth and ready muscle, the most fearsome 
and cunning thing in any forest. When he digested us, our 
tiny parts would make their way into his blood. We would 
enter every part of him—his heart, his brain, his tongue, and 
in this way possess him. We were like seeds waiting to un-
furl. True, it would be painful, but what worthwhile change 
is not? 

We awaited our transformation as we listened to the 
wolf’s lullabies. First they were gentle songs, human songs, 
songs about the sun, the moon, trees and orphans. Then they 
bled into a keening cry. Quiet staccato whimpers and full-
bodied howls, the vibration of his cries traveled down to us, 
surrounded us, so that we were charged with it and howled 
ourselves. 

We all shook together in that cry— 
We were not ourselves, not one of us— 
It seemed like we were never anything— 
Then the belly was slit; we were pulled out. The woods-

man, his arms and clothing wet with blood like a midwife’s, 
like a butcher’s, scolded us to be more careful. 

“A wolf will say anything to devour you,” he said. “He 
can’t help it; it’s in his nature to be a slave to his appetite.” 

He put a quilt around my grandmother’s shoulders, 
stripped me of my drenched red cape. 

“What were you thinking?” he wondered. What fools, 
old women and little girls. 

Slowly realizing we were covered in our dear wolf’s 
blood, and seeing him cut open thus and emptied, we sent up 
cries in pale imitation of his, of our own when we were 
inside him. 

“Our salvation!” we cried. “Our salvation!” My grand-
mother crumpled to the floor, her hands to her face. I 
crawled to the side of the bed, placed my hand on the wolf’s 
slack jaw, kissed the tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. 
I covered the gash of his belly, weeping with fat no longer 
held in by muscle and skin, with my cape. 

“I only did what I thought was right,” the woodsman 
said, his coarse, lined face twisted in despair. 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

T a k i n g  C a r e  
 

 
Y FATHER NEVER LIKED FOOD. The 
older he got, the thinner he became. He ate 
no breakfast, though he rose before light. 
For lunch he would only take a few bites of 
butterless toast. I always cooked him fish 
for dinner. I had read in a newspaper that 

fish was the healthiest of foods. 
“Are you trying to turn me into a fish?” he said in the 

lilting voice of jest—but his eyes said, I know what you are up 
to. 

“I only want you to live well,” I said. “I want you to live 
until you are very old.” I could not bear to see him go forev-
er. 

He chuckled and disappeared into the shadows of the 
house. I tried to find him, but I never could. My eyes were 
not made to see him well, and the thinner he became, the less 
there was for my eyes to catch. Our house was small, but at 
these times the halls seemed endless, the rooms full of 
corners that had no end. 

At some point in time, left to my own machinations, I 
became fascinated with knots and ropes. First, I tied myself 

M 
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to the kitchen chair with my old jump ropes and my dolls in 
intricate spiderwebs of floss, but that was not right, I 
thought; this is not why I love this idea. 

So it was that I began tying my father. The first time, it 
happened like this: He sat reluctantly to a dinner of fish, 
making his usual complaints, and I crawled around him, 
cooing about the acts of our neighbors, winding belts around 
his feet and hands. Before he knew it, he was secured. I 
could at least pretend to feed him, even if he spit everything 
out. 

After that, he no longer ventured near the table. Since he 
never left the house, I devised traps in every corner of every 
room. They inevitably worked. I simply had to follow my 
father’s impotent cries of rage, and there I would find him, 
trapped beneath an iron net, a bookcase, a cardboard box. 
Every time I saw my father, he was smaller. Because he was 
smaller, he was weaker and slower, and I could overwhelm 
him easily; I was a growing girl, too, growing so quickly and 
so tall, my limbs were like the long, barren branches of the 
dead oak outside our house. Eventually he became so weak, 
I could tape him to the corner of a desk with a single ragged 
inch of masking tape. I fed him morsels pinched between my 
fingers. 

“I hate you,” he said, his head shivering in passion. His 
hands and feet twitched with it beneath the confines of the 
tape. “I confess this: I detested you since the day you were 
born. I wish I had never—” 

I squeezed the tip of my finger into his mouth. He had 
no teeth left to bite. “Dear,” I said, “I know you don’t mean 
this!” And my father sucked upon the tip of my finger, lap-
ping up my sweat in his thirst. 

Taking care of my father thus, I came to realize several 
things. One was that I had become greater than anything I 
had ever dreamed. As a child, I had imagined myself an as-
tronaut or a chemist. How could those compare to what I 
was now? Second, as I swept up the tiny pellets my father 
shat, swept them with quick practiced flicks of my fingers 
into my huge waiting palm, I realized that I wanted him to 
die. I did not want him to shrink out of my sight. I wanted 
him to die in front of my eyes. Then I could bury him in a 
carefully prepared shoebox and proceed with remembering 
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him. Perhaps then I could even return to the size I was before 
I grew. 

The problem was he kept shrinking. The possibility of 
escape was no longer an issue: so weakened, my once slip-
pery father could not move. He became so small I could not 
even feed him with the tip of a pin. In the last days of my 
seeing him, I could only sit by, wringing my hands as he 
sobbed from hunger and thirst. 

Perhaps he is still alive. Perhaps he has become so small 
he lies nibbling at atoms. Or he has become an atom himself 
with no need for sustenance. The shoebox remains empty, 
and I remain a giant, so monstrous, like the tree outside that 
guards our house. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B o y f r i e n d  
 

 
Y BOYFRIEND, shriveled, keeps wither-
ing. No matter how much I bring him, his 
skin crumples like gift tissue. It ought to 
make me sick, the sight and smell of him. 

Trash—garbage—he ain’t worth your 
time, girl. I’ve heard it all at bars and cafés 

where women friends gather, but no one’s ever said it to me 
until Mel. I had no women friends before her. I had no girl-
friends when I was a schoolkid, either, except for Amber, 
and I fed her to my boyfriend years ago. 

“Kathleen,” my boyfriend rasps, “save me.” 
We are lying on a mattress I found by a dumpster and 

dragged ten blocks by my own two hands to the abandoned 
apartment building that is our current squat. He likes tracing 
the mattress’ stains with the tip of his tongue, the sharpest 
part of him, and telling me where they came from. That 
yellow one shaped like Idaho is piss from a nine-year-old boy 
scared awake by clown dreams. This constellation of pink 
dots, the remnants of a girl’s first period. Her uterus was 
tipped. The pain was like fire in her cells. 

“Baby,” he says, rolling onto his belly and smiling shyly. 

M 
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“Will you save me?” 

Save me means I’m hungry. It means go out and get him 
a meal. 

Sometimes I forget why I ever decided to be with him. 
He was never a looker, and he’s always reeked of used coins 
and nosebleeds. Somehow, my heart cracked open and a 
corpse squeezed through. Now I’m stuck bringing him bot-
tles of blood, cradling his head in my lap, listening to him 
suck at the hot remains of murdered life. 

I don’t look into mirrors anymore. I trim my hair by 
guesstimation. I turn away from windows at night so I don’t 
have to see what I’ve become. I’m the one stringing strangers 
from rafters with the rope-and-pulley system I thought up. 
I’m the one dragging a knife across their throats and catching 
the splashing gushes of their blood in buckets. I’m the one 
saying, “You can cry, but no one will hear you.” Mine’s the 
last face they see. 
 

 
 
“HE’S WHAT WE WOULD CALL a scrub,” Mel says. 
“He’s who we would say, ‘No, I don’t want no scrub’ to.” 

We are at a café, outside, under a big umbrella. A thick 
band of sun cuts Mel in half. She is sitting straight across 
from me. My hands and feet fidget because her eyes don’t 
look at you. They look through you into some bigger, inner 
you. When she talks it’s like her words are scalpels flung by 
her eyes. 

Mel sings: 
 

A scrub is a guy that thinks he’s fly 
And is also known as a buster 

Always talkin’ about what he wants 
And just sits on his broke ass 

A scrub is a guy that can’t get no love from me 
Hanging out the passenger side 

Of his best friend’s ride 
Trying to holler at me 

  
She drinks some lemon water and, unsmiling, clears her 

throat. When she speaks again her voice is hoarse and 
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crumbly, and I think with shame, She is trying so hard. 

Mel says, “He’s eaten so many people over so many 
centuries, and still he’s never made anything of himself. Give 
this man immortality, and what does he do? Hide in the 
shadows at bars, eying girls hundreds of years too young for 
him. But every month you open your legs wide for him, let 
him lick out all that makes you still feel like a living girl. 
Every night you bite your tongue and dribble your life into 
his gaping mouth.” 

I want to say, And every hour of my wasting life I am 
aware how stupid I am. I want to say, I know that they are 
the ugliest things, the most secret and the most old. There’s 
nothing beautiful about vampires, inside or out, nothing to 
love at all—but how you wish there were, how you wait 
every second for some hint of goodness, if you know one. 

But I don’t say this. 
 

 
 
I WANT TO HAVE KIDS, and that’s a real issue, as my 
boyfriend would say. How is death supposed to sire? Still, if I 
stopped the precautions, what would happen? 

“You need to kick him to the curb,” Mel says. “Straight 
up tell him, ‘Get outta here!’ Find yourself a man who’ll do 
you good. Better yet, stand up strong by yourself. Show the 
world you don’t need anyone.” 

Mel is in law school after a decade working as a financial 
consultant specializing in derivatives. She made a killing 
doing that, and now she wants to give back. She’s going to 
defend the rights of underprivileged women, women of color, 
women without voices. Her parents were itinerant farm 
workers from Mexico. Her father died in a hit and run, the 
perpetrators of which were never prosecuted. Her mother 
raised Mel and her brother alone. When Mel describes all 
this, it is as if she were listing grocery items. She is not 
impressed with her own hardship, her own rags-to-riches. I 
think it bores her. 

How I met Mel is what my grandmother would call a 
miracle from heaven. I was outside a McDonald’s trying to 
talk a homeless man into coming home with me when she 
clicked over. 
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“Do your parents know where you are?” she said. 
I wanted to say, I’m almost thirty-five. 
The homeless man shuffled away. 
“Are you hungry?” she said. 
She took me to an all-night diner, and I had blueberry 

pancakes and French toast. I wouldn’t be able to save my 
boyfriend that night. She got me a cup of coffee the waitress 
kept refilling. She asked me how I was feeling. She asked me 
to tell her about my life. 

I never did tell Mel my real age. She doesn’t suspect that 
I should know better. Maybe, Mel being Mel, she wouldn’t 
judge. I can’t bank on that, though. 
 

 
 
“THIS ONE here’s from a woman’s privates.” Tongue out, 
tongue in. “A woman in her late forties. Nonconsensual.” 

My boyfriend is trying to be sexy. He rolls onto his back 
and scuttles his blue hand over his chest and belly. His body 
is shrunken but his hands are puffed, filled with what blood 
is inside him. They are often the only parts of him that throb 
with life, but they are so sensitive he can’t do a thing with 
them. He is looking at the air next to my neck. 

I’ve been with him ten years, but something about him 
still excites me. What few couples can boast that? 

My boyfriend is being kittenish. On his belly, he kicks 
his legs like a teenager on the phone. He purses his mouth 
into a fish pucker, knowing it will make me laugh. 

I laugh. 
 

 
 
“ALL I WANT is a family,” I say. “If we have a baby, 
maybe things will be more normal.” 

“There is nothing normal about this relationship. The 
best thing for you is to get out of it. Pronto. Ask yourself: 
What is it you’re getting from this? Be very honest, Kathleen. 
We need to know this before we can move forward.” 

Mel has confused the role of a lawyer with the role of a 
therapist, though maybe she never meant to be a lawyer to 
me but a—what? Friend? Come to think of it, Mel doesn’t 
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have many friends, either. She had a good group of girl-
friends back in New York, she claims, but here people fear 
her. No one gets that she means well. They see her suit and 
her eyes and her face, and they think she’s a bitch. I am 
maybe her only friend. 

What I get from this? I suppose I feel a sense of purpose 
every time I fill a bottle with blood. How pathetic he is—it 
makes me feel capable by comparison, like someone with a 
good head on her shoulders, the sensible one in the partner-
ship, the clean-up to the screw-up. Then, sawing someone’s 
throat open can be cathartic. 

There are some things you can tell a friend. Some things 
you can’t. “He makes me feel needed,” I say. “He makes me 
feel important.” 

“Now imagine if you were to go back to school. Build a 
career. Let the whole world know what you have to offer. 
Kathleen, you are underestimating yourself. You are grossly 
undervaluing your potential. You need to wake up and let 
yourself dream big, girl.” 

I am two years older than Mel. During the years she 
plunged her intuition into a niche I’d never even known 
existed and made a name for herself as a high priestess of 
risky investment, I was honing my skills as a butcher of 
human cattle. I was learning how to sharpen knives and mix 
knockout cocktails, how to maneuver bodies thrice my 
weight, how to hang them head-down and slice. I was 
learning how to dispose and to hide. 

Mel says, “I believe in you, Kathleen. Now you have to 
believe in yourself.” 
 

 
 
OFTENTIMES while my boyfriend sleeps in the afternoon, 
I playact his murder by holding a train spike to his heart. The 
spike, my most precious belonging, is the only secret I keep 
from him. I found it not long after I met him, not long after 
my first kill. I was walking along the train tracks, the iron 
still in my nose, the red and the stink still in my eyes. 

I was twenty-five then and felt ancient. I’d come back to 
my hometown lost, done in. I was staying at my grandma’s 
house. Never mind all that. The important thing is I ran into 
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Amber at the Save Mart, where she was cashiering. The 
important thing: My new boyfriend, who called me baby, 
wanted me to save him, and Amber was the only person who 
would follow me to the old factory. It wasn’t quick. It was 
long and messy and loud. She was a hundred-eighty pounds, 
at least. When I finished, dawn was already drenching the 
land blue, and the groan of crop dusters rent the quiet. 

I walked along the train tracks, knowing that when I got 
to my boyfriend’s apartment, he would be sleeping like a 
baby, his gray lids drooped. The train spike wasn’t even hid-
den amongst weeds. I thought, This is a sign. I put it in my 
purse. It dragged my shoulder down. I thought about how 
interesting it was that, when you kill someone, it is difficult 
to pinpoint the exact moment of the soul’s departure. By the 
time I unlocked my boyfriend’s door, I had forgotten about 
the spike. I fed him and watched those stone lids pinken. I 
thought, I can get good at this. 

“My boyfriend”: These are words rolled like diamonds 
in a teen girl’s mouth, but for a woman nearing her thirty-
fifth birthday, what do they mean? Is it not my right at this 
stage to utter, “My husband”? 
 

 
 
“A WHOLE MONTH and a half and nothing for him to 
lick from me.” 

Mel and I are at a bistro. A Pepsi is three-fifty a glass. 
We are snacking on onion rings before our entrees. 

“You haven’t gotten your period,” Mel said. Mel never 
asks questions. Every word drops like hail. She steeples her 
fingers. “You’ve stopped using contraceptives. You want to 
have a baby with him.” 

“Looks like I’m going to, doesn’t it?” 
“I hope for your own sake it’s just late.” Mel glances 

away with the look of a soldier too long in trenches. “You 
need to see what a bad idea this is, starting a family with this 
man. I hesitate even to call him a man.” 

“He’s a scrub,” I say. 
“Worse. And he has permeated you as termites do the 

foundations of a house. I understand how difficult it is to dis-
entangle yourself from him. But you gotta. You gotta think 
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of your own life, your own needs.” 

“He might turn around as a father. He might take on 
responsibilities. People change.” 

Beneath this, so obvious I know Mel smells it: Maybe I 
will turn around. Maybe I’ll be good as a mother. My body 
will change, at the very least, into that of a real woman. 
People will see me as a bringer of life. They will know me as 
having contributed to this world. 

 
 

 
MY BOYFRIEND is half-risen on the mattress. His eyes are 
bright red, like a lemur’s in a night zoo. 

“I won’t let you have it. You’ll get rid of it.” 
One of those scenes. Who would have thought it? It took 

us ten years to get here. “I thought you’d be happy. You 
should be. This child will be good for us.” I clasp my hands 
to my belly. It already feels stretched and roiling. 

“You don’t understand, Kathleen. My kind and yours—
we can’t create anything viable.” He puts his portly hands on 
his head. “No, that’s too kind a way to put it. What we can 
create will destroy everything around it, even its own moth-
er.” 

“Then, why?” I back away from him. “Why didn’t you 
tell me in the beginning? Why did you lead me on this long?” 

“Kathleen, what we had—what we have—is good. It 
works. We’re happy.” 

“I kill for you. The best years of my life I’ve given to 
you. All for nothing.” 

“Don’t say what we have is nothing.” 
I breathe. I think about a waterfall and peaceful woods, a 

little cabin, a white-spotted fawn nipping new leaves. The 
fawn is feeling sleepy and wants to nap, but it is also hungry. 
That’s all right, because there’s all the time in the world for it 
to do everything it wants, to have everything it desires. 

“I’ll find a clinic. Will you come with me?” 
My boyfriend raises his swollen hands. His ruby eyes 

bulge. A breeze from the open window wafts his smell to me. 
“I wish I could—I really do—but how can I when I’m like 
this?” 
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MEL’S BMW has beige leather seats that warm themselves. 
It glides so smoothly over the road. A bottle of orange juice 
rattles in one cup holder. A bag of dried cranberries is 
wedged into the other, because Mel thinks I need iron after 
the procedure. She thinks cranberries are rich in iron because 
they’re red. 

“This was all for the best,” she says. “You’ll realize lat-
er.” 

“Didn’t you have class today?” 
“Never mind that.” Mel eases to a stop at an intersec-

tion. “You need someone with you, to help you see this as 
the wake-up call it is. This is the best day of your life, 
Kathleen.” She strikes the steering wheel with the heels of 
her hands as she says this. “This is the day you’ll begin to see 
you have to live life differently. Yeah!” 

Her apartment complex has walls around it and a gate. 
She has to buzz in. The anesthesia is still in my body, or I’m 
tired, so I clutch her arm as we walk into the marble-floored 
lobby and the elevator whose mirror walls are perfectly sil-
ver, smudgeless. Her apartment has wall-to-wall windows 
that look out over the sparkling city. Somewhere in that 
swathe of darkness and lights, my boyfriend is lying on our 
stained mattress, pondering donning his trench coat and 
spraying on a few layers of Burberry Men and heading out to 
a bar. He only does this when I fail, when I can’t save him. 

The sofa pulls out into a bed. Mel fits a snow-white sheet 
over it, shakes out a comforter. Flakes of down hover in the 
air and descend. 

“I don’t know how to thank you.” I finish my orange 
juice. 

“Don’t mention it. We gotta stick together, you know.” 
It occurs to me that Mel thinks we are the same. She 

thinks that because we came from similar beginnings, we are 
headed toward similar conclusions. She thinks I will become 
another her. It dizzies me, how wrong she is. It doesn’t mat-
ter where we come from. The real judge of what a person is: 
where she is now. After I recover, I will have to leave this 
apartment; I will have to walk the shit-caked streets in old 
shoes. I will try to leave my boyfriend, but he will find me, 
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and he will charm me with this tongue, wise in its own ways 
from centuries. I will kill again for him, because of what I 
am, because of what I want. 

Of course, I don’t tell Mel this. We eat artisan pizza 
topped with goat cheese and roasted bell peppers. We drink 
ginger ale from glass bottles. 

“I can be there when you tell him it’s over,” Mel says. 
“You need backup. You’ll be able to, if someone’s there with 
you.” 

“But what will I do after? What will I do with my life? 
I’m not a good person, Mel. I’m not like you.” If only Mel 
would hate me, I think, I’d be able to change. 

“You gotta believe in yourself,” Mel says. “You’ve got 
so much potential. Girl, you can do anything.” 

I smile and look down at my crust-sprinkled plate. 
“I want to hear you say it: ‘I can do anything.’” 
“I can do anything.” 
“Yell it to the world!” 
“I can do anything!” 
Mel smiles. “I knew you had it in you.” 
I didn’t know what I had in me. 

 
 

 
I CAN STILL SEE my boyfriend’s flicking tongue the first 
time I met him, his face hidden under the brim of a fedora, 
between the wedges of a popped-up collar, like an old-timey 
spy. All I could see were the eyes, the color of merlot, the 
active tongue. The cigarettes and the liquor masked the 
smell. He bought me a gin and tonic and pushed it toward 
me with big leather-gloved hands. He didn’t ask how old I 
was. He could see the real me. 

In Mel’s spotless mirror in Mel’s gleaming bathroom, I 
see my face for the first time in years. It is strangely smooth, 
unwrinkled, as if all the time I spend on mistakes rewards my 
body. Maybe it’s the killing, the constant fume of fresh blood 
that steams my skin, the adrenaline that pumps glow into my 
eyes. 

Mel sleeps on her back, her arms at her side. Nothing 
bends her, not even slumber. There is a crystal vase with 
white red-striped roses on the bedside table. Does she have a 
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boyfriend? Will she get married someday? Even if she does, 
she’ll belong to people like me. I don’t understand her. 

The train spike feels heavier when I hold it. Some people 
exert a more powerful gravity. As such, they attract all sorts. 
This, it could be said, is the first real interaction we’ve had, 
and I am excited. 

I want to say, I can. I can, and I won’t. You hear me? I 
can, and I won’t. 

But she’s a light sleeper, so I don’t say this. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

T h e  D e v i l ’ s  W  i f e  
 

 
Y LOVE, for years and years, you watched the 
world and thought of Heaven. You came to 
prefer your eyes closed instead of open. I visit-
ed you every day. I sat by your bed as you told 
me of the wondrous darkness of that skyward 

kingdom and the fig-scented chorus that was its air. You 
claimed these days it was a place beyond imaginable plea-
sure. The very flesh God gave you to mask your fire yearned 
for its maker. I watched it wither in longing and fold upon 
itself. Your form within your coat shriveled, so that the coat 
grew heavier and heavier. But your voice—it grew clear as a 
bell! 

“I remember when I was his,” you said. “I remember the 
good old days.” 

I was never so fortunate as you to know such love. This 
you must understand. Ages ago, when I was not the Devil’s 
wife—when I was not your wife—I was a human girl. In our 
small house at the edge of town, my mother, my father, and I 
were a little world sometimes—I say only sometimes, for oc-
casionally we were planets drifting slowly and steadily apart. 
My mother taught school. How the children tired her! She 

M 
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took her only pleasure in cigarettes and television. My father, 
a mechanic, was silent in everything that did not concern 
fixable parts. His words were like fool’s gold: sparse, scat-
tered, surprising. The love between us all was a secret. So it 
was that love, to me, was a muted mystery. So it was that I 
desired it above all else—to find it and to know it. 

“Tell me, what was it like?” I held a cup of water to your 
mouth, but you waved it away. 

“You must not put out my fire. Yes, I recall how the sea 
was red back then, near the beginning, and the houses, too. 
The wind was full of dust, the morning seared, and the 
evening lasted, it seemed, for days. Things were heavier then, 
you know. The sky was larger, colored an impossible pink 
and gold. Every moment mattered. When we donned human 
guises, the feel of flesh was new and full of danger. But we 
always loved God most of all, for as angels we must.” 

“How foolish,” I said. “Why do you love someone 
whom you must love?” 

“Fool,” you said, “because I must love him.” 
Such certainty angels enjoy. 
“Do you truly love him?” I said. 
“Yes,” you said. “God is always watching, always pro-

tecting, always guiding.” 
“I once knew a priest,” I said, “who had no desire for 

God’s guidance.” 
But you were not listening. 
How sweet those days were, when I pretended to tend to 

you. Certainly, I said to myself, you needed someone to lis-
ten. “I wish you would never leave,” I said. I pushed a damp 
towel at you. If I could still your fire, you might stay another 
day and tell me more. You receded from me, your hands 
curled, reduced to bone and near to breaking. 

“Goodbye,” you said. “I’m going back to Heaven.” 
“Will you watch over me?” I said, crawling into the bed. 
“I can’t,” you said, untying the sash of your coat. “I’ll 

have no eyes in Heaven.” 
“Will you listen to my prayers?” If I could wring the 

water over your face! 
“I’ll have no ears in Heaven.” You unbuttoned the but-

tons. 
“Will you remember me?” I was so very close. 
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“I’ll be nothing but fire.” You shrugged off your coat 

and, in a burst of light, vanished. 
 

 
 
WELL, I listened to you. Will you listen to me? Will you 
come back to me? Am I praying? 

I am so very lonely. All I ever wanted was your love. 
 

 
 
FOR I ALWAYS KNEW you and my husband were one 
and the same. 
 

 
 
DO YOU REMEMBER when I first saw you when I was 
young, in those good old days, as I was driving down a long 
stretch of country road with my family? In broad daylight 
you stood in human skin, dressed in a cream suit and smil-
ing. You tipped your hat to me as we passed. I remember 
your eyes were red, and I was eating a strawberry sucker. I 
did not know who you were then. 

That summer, my mother and father drove away to 
Canada without me. They said they were visiting a dying 
grandfather. Whose grandfather? I had asked, and received 
no answer. So I stayed in the house eating popsicles for 
breakfast. The neighbor brought a bag of food every day and 
left with the garbage. 

I had nothing to do but to wander the house, for it was 
dog days outside. One minute out in the sun and poof! I bur-
rowed deep into my closet and, under dolls and plastic bowl-
ing pins and stacks of mothball-scented sweaters, found a 
Children’s Bible. Within its pastel pages, I learned many se-
crets. 

I learned about the kindly Samaritan, the deadly flood, 
the charming garden at the very beginning. I pulled out entic-
ing maps of long-ago places, gazed upon pictures of turbaned 
wise men and ravenous whales. Emboldened and hungry 
after a full day’s reading, I stumbled to the kitchen and made 
a little pie using flour, egg, and preserved peaches. In the 
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oven, before my astonished nose, it became fragrant and 
golden. I do not know how I knew to make it. 

I watched the sun rise and set through the window and 
thought of red eyes shining through dust. I went to sleep and 
dreamed of walking down a country road. 
 

 
 
I DREAMED a memory of my mother. 

“When I was young,” my mother said, elbows-deep in 
foamy, clinking water, “I was plump as a piglet. Now look at 
me, all skin and bones, like Death herself. It’s all the chil-
dren, and the man. Take, take, that’s all you do. All of you, 
lice and leeches. One day, I will move far away and leave 
you all behind. When you were born,” she said, now scrub-
bing the floor vigorously, “your father was far away. He was 
going to leave us, you know. He packed his bags and got on 
a bus to Las Vegas. He never said a word, not even one 
goodbye. Halfway there, he realized he had forgotten his 
favorite wrench. When he came back, we were already 
home, you and I, and then he was too lazy to leave again. He 
is too lazy, your father, ever to lift a finger in this house. But 
he’ll lift his wrench.” 

Yet, he did give me something. Each Christmas: a gift 
wrapped in plain, brown paper. From the corner of his eye, 
he would watch the unwrapping. What treasures were re-
vealed? Sometimes he gave me dolls, smiling and pliable, 
with cool, smooth skin that did not heat in my palm. Other 
times, gloves that smelled still of the creatures they were 
stripped from. These I folded neatly and stuffed into the very 
backs of my drawers. 

Once, acknowledging my potential for handiness, he 
gave me a sewing kit. There were pinkie-thin spools of thread 
colored red, blue, green, yellow, white, black and a single 
brown button, all tucked tightly into a gray-satin-coated clam 
shell. I pulled out the tiny scissors and slipped on the dim-
pled thimble whose sides were half as thin as paper. Under 
his expectant gaze, I assumed the look of someone who 
knew exactly what she would do with her tools. 
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HOW LONG AND SAD those days were, when those two 
were gone. I wanted my mother and father to come back, yet 
I did not. I waited, then ceased waiting. 

I made a special dress. With my tiny scissors, I cut out 
strips of my mother’s blouses, swaths of my father’s slacks, 
and sewed them together with a long spool of pink thread. I 
went to the park in this dress. Two young men gazed at me 
with narrowed eyes and trailed me through a copse and over 
the stream bridge. They stopped at the bridge and called for 
me to turn back, but I did not. I remember their gazes as well 
as I remember how your eyes looked on a sunny day through 
a cloud of dust. 

What a fit my parents threw when they returned and 
found the mess I had made! 

“You’re worse than a dog!” my mother said. 
“You should learn the value of possessions,” my father 

said. 
Oh, my father. For a time any little word, sung in the 

right way by him, could set my eyes flowing. In the evenings, 
he came home slick with grease, half-shadow as he glided 
into the bathroom to wash off his work. Pressing my ear to 
the door from whose cracks steam spilled semi-opaque and 
warm as breath, I would catch the precious few words that 
ever he let drop from his locked mouth: 

You … my sunshine, my only sunshine … me happy … when 
skies are gray … 

I could have been his princess, his angel, his daisy, his 
cupcake, his Halloween pumpkin; but no, I was Sunshine. I 
was the light upon the leaves. I was gold upon water. I 
opened eyes. 

Yet, who could say that was my true name? He could 
very well have been addressing the tiles. What worth, really, 
were his words? He had given me my tools. Those spoke 
louder. 

So I was gone by then. I wore my special dress under my 
plain, yellow jumper. It was that simple. One moment my 
family knew who I was, and the next, they had no idea. 
 

 
 
AND THEN I met you. I really met you! 
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I was walking home from school one day and happened 

to pass by a little patch of woods I had never known was 
there. Coming upon a large, smooth rock that still felt of fad-
ing sunlight against my palm, I sat down to take a breath. 

“Yelp!” the rock said. 
In my astonishment, I leaped up and kicked the rock. It 

rolled away, and out you popped wearing a brand new suit. 
The suit was peeling off you in flaming strips. They dropped 
to the ground and sizzled against the fallen leaves. In your 
hand, you held a rough burlap sack full of mewling, keening, 
writhing things. 

“Who are you?” I said. “What’s in that sack?” 
“Souls,” you said, looking bashful. “It’s my job to collect 

them.” You had been trying to tempt the dentist that morn-
ing as she was walking to work. You had whispered in her 
ear a special song: 
 

Dearie, dearie, old Dr. Leary, 
Aren’t you weary of days gone cold? 
Merry, merry, dance the old longings 
Walk with me, my sweet dark soul. 

 
and she had hit you over the head and put you under the 
rock. 

“You poor thing,” I said. 
“It is the life I am used to,” you said. 
I looked upon your pale, sharp-featured face, not know-

ing yet it was borrowed, and marked the centuries you had 
lived. How short my own life had been! I sat on the rock 
beside you. From your pocket you pulled out a withered 
poppy. The orange of its petals flaked off like dust. You 
tucked it behind my ear. Your fingers singed my hair. The 
smell of my own burning filled the air. 

“You’re so sweet,” you said. 
You put your hands in your pockets and looked down at 

your shiny black shoes. They reflected our faces, both gazing 
downward in abashment. The sack of souls mewed and 
howled. I got up. 

“I had better get going,” I said. 
“Wait!” you said. “Would you like to hear a story?” 
“Certainly,” I said, and sat back down. 
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“One time—” you said, “One time in Oklahoma, I spot-

ted a fine river and thought to make it mine. I sat on the 
bank with a willow at my knee for a fishing pole, for I knew 
on the other side some men would soon be coming to cross 
it. Fishing is a business that needs cunning. Once the men 
came to the river, I set it to writhing, beat it up like a bowlful 
of frothing milk, and boy, were they howling and pleading! 
Please, Sir Devil, they said, One of ours is sick and needs to 
cross. I said, I am normally not one for good deeds, but for 
you I will make a deal. You can cross, but you have got to 
hang tight to the branches of my willow tree. All of them 
agreed except for one, the sick man. I’ll die soon anyway, 
boys, he said, no use making a deal with the Devil. No, no, 
they said, we’ve got to save you. So they grabbed hold of my 
willow tree’s branches and tied the sick man up in them. 
Take him across, they said; save him. No, no! cried the sick 
man. I tugged on my willow tree and reeled him in. Into my 
sack he went, screaming all the while. Love and Christian 
goodness serve me well from time to time. To this day, no 
one dares cross that river.” 

I clapped my hands. “Your wits are truly to be feared!” 
Your flames curled up higher, lighting up the night 

around you. I huddled closer to your warmth. 
“Well, I had best get on,” you said. 
“Wait,” I said. “Please tell me more. Tell me where 

you’re from.” 
“Of all of God’s angels, I was the bravest one. I was the 

best and the brightest. I was the one he loved most. But I was 
also the one who saw through his bull. So one day, I said 
something about it. I meant no insult at the time, but boy, 
did he huff and puff! I put my hands up, said, Sir, no need 
for grievances. But it was too late. Before I knew it, I had his 
boot to my backside, and over the edge of Heaven I went. 
You should’ve seen me! In a blaze of light I streaked from 
the sky, a meteor. I crashed and rose bruised and wingless. 
Down I walked into the fires of Hell, swearing vengeance. 
With every step, fountains of flame roared up behind me, 
scalding my heels. And soon I felt the beam inside me sur-
face. In the fire that licked out from under my skin, my 
angelic countenance burned away. Now I am just the way 
you see me.” 
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How my pulse quickened at your daring! 
“Well,” you said, “I really must get going.” You bent to 

pick up the sack. A piece of your jacket sleeve fell to the 
ground, steaming. 

Feeling sorry for you, I said, “I’ll mend your jacket. I’ll 
mend the whole suit.” 

“I could not ask for so much of your trouble,” you said. 
“It would be no trouble at all,” I said. 
All night, I stayed up mending the suit. The moon rose 

and clothed my busy hands in silver. My mother asked me 
whose suit it was, and I said, “None of your business.” 

I fell asleep at the table, the poppy still behind my ear. 
When I woke, you were in my house trying on the new suit. 
My mother had crawled under the sofa. 

“Thank you for the trouble,” you said, looking down at 
your shiny shoes. The sleeves were too long, the pants waist 
too high, but what is that in the face of love? 

“It’s no trouble at all,” I said. “I’ll make you a whole 
new wardrobe.” 

And I did. For days, my hands were bloody pinning 
pieces of suit together. I cut them out of curtains, tablecloths, 
my own dresses. The things I concocted for you! Outfits of 
the snazziest plaid, the slickest polyester, the cheeriest 
Kokopelli-adorned, hand-woven wool. 

“There’s no way you’ll keep seeing the Devil,” my 
mother said. “The next time he’s here, I’m chasing him out.” 

The next time you came, she crawled under the carpet. 
You tried on the new suits one over the other; so eager you 
were to see how they fit. The last was a blue corduroy ripped 
from the sofa. It was this that, perhaps, won you over. 

“Will you marry me?” you said. 
“Yes,” I said. “Yes, yes, yes.” 
Weeping, you embraced me. My dress went up in 

flames. 
The door opened. My father stood just outside. He 

smiled at the snipped curtains, the white clouds of sofa stuff-
ing spit upon the floor, the rug with the suit-shaped hole. We 
waited for him to say something, but as always, his mouth 
was locked. 

My mother, though, had more wit than that. During my 
sleep, she jailed me in my very own bed. Every sheet in the 
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house she wrapped around me, and every quilt and pillow 
she cast upon my dozing form, so that when I woke, I was in 
a strange, soft place I never wanted to leave. I gazed, en-
thralled, at the pattern of cozy napping cats on the covers 
over my eyes. And far away, I could hear my mother hum-
ming. She was at the peak of the quilt-and-pillow mountain, 
singing to me. Old songs she sang, happy songs. In her 
distress she had become cheerful. 

You came to my window and banged and howled. 
“Is that a storm?” my mother called. “Be gone, storm, 

for you shall find no fields to rain upon here!” 
You scratched and screeched at the glass. 
“Is that a raccoon?” my mother said. “Go away, bandit, 

for there is no fragrant trash for you to nibble on here!” 
You yelled and cursed, and then you were quiet. 
Under the mountain, you sprang up beside me from the 

mattress. Over my head you slipped your sack, down to my 
shoulders, down to my feet, until I was all swallowed up. 
Through the mattress you slipped again, dragging me behind. 
Out into the cool night you stole, your sack full of me flung 
over your shoulder, your whistle full of glee, as my mother 
sat upon her mountain singing happy songs to me. 
 

 
 
I NEVER TOLD YOU, but my mother came to visit once. 
She came not to dissuade me from marriage, for it was too 
late for that, but to arm me with warnings. She came cloaked 
in a smell, in a nimbus of smoke. Refusing to step past the 
entryway, she perched on the shoe bench and spoke: 
 

Smoke not in the bathroom 
for the towels will reek. 

Pack not as your child watches 
for her questions will rein you. 

Love not your husband 
for he will drag you through Hell and back. 

 
“But I have never smoked,” I said. “And I will never 

want to leave, and I will always love my husband.” 
“Fie!” she cried, casting her cigarette to the floor and 



~ CARMEN LAU ~ 58  ~	  
stamping upon it. “If you do not heed me, so be it. You will 
never hear my voice again.” 

In a gust of chill air, she vanished into the night. Mother! 
I cried. Mother! But she had gone and would not forgive me. 
 

 
 
DO YOU REMEMBER all this? To me, it is just as if it hap-
pened yesterday. 
 

 
 
I WENT NAKED to our wedding. I recall it so clearly. It 
was an afternoon after a rainy morning. You came in a tuxe-
do, the cloth falling off in smoking pieces. Days ago, I had 
slipped on the ring that felt like ice against my fevered skin, 
and we had waltzed all night in the park. The whole town 
was angry. They pelted us with shoes and harsh words, but 
we were in it together, you and I. There was no stopping us. 

I was naked, and you watched me walk down the aisle. 
Your mouth opened; your tears sizzled against your face. 

“How lovely you are,” you said, and took my hand with 
your burning one. 

It was like touching the side of a ready kettle, but I did 
not pull away. 

“Do you really want to stay with me?” you said. Up 
close, I could see underneath the remnants of your tux and 
the dead man’s skin you had borrowed. Underneath, you 
were dressed in white, and underneath the white, you were 
the Devil I knew. 

“Yes,” I said. 
You turned into a pillar of flame. Roaring and crackling, 

you stood beside me. Waves of heat scorched my eyes so 
that I had to close them. I burned and burned and feared my 
hand would melt, but I did not pull away. 

“Do you still want to stay with me?” you said. 
“Yes,” I said. 
Buzzing and swirling, you turned into a whirlwind of 

wasps. Their noise was ceaseless. They stung and stung my 
hand. How I wanted to die! But I did not pull away. 

“Still?” you said. 
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I could not speak because of the pain, so I nodded. 
You turned into an old man, stooped and pale-eyed. 

Your flesh shrank until you were only a frame of bones. The 
bones crumbled into dust in the palm of my hand. 

“And now?” you said. 
I stood there a long while, looking at that palm full of 

dust. Lighter than a single down feather it was, and smelled 
of desert stone. 

“I want to be with you forever,” I said. I closed my eyes, 
and when I opened them, we were married. It was that sim-
ple. 
 

 
 
YET, how little I discovered I knew about you, after I mar-
ried you. For example, only God knew what you ate. 

When we were first married, I offered you some cake. 
“No,” you said. “I don’t like sweets.” 
On the first night of our honeymoon, I made some chili. 
“No,” you said. “I can’t handle spice.” 
In bed, I cut my arm and offered it to you. 
“What horror is this?” you said, pushing my arm away. 

“Bandage yourself!” 
 

 
 
I DID TRY to learn about your work. 

At first, silly as I was, I wondered where you kept going 
off to. Sometimes you stayed away all night, sometimes sev-
eral nights. The longer we were married, the more often you 
were away. It bored me to stay in the house all alone. One 
night, in bed, I asked you where you went all the time. 

You said, “To my kingdom, Hell, of course.” 
I asked you, “What is Hell like?” 
You told me, but when you started to describe it, I dozed 

off. I woke and asked again. Again you told me, but your 
voice streamed out like fog. It cuddled me and pressed my 
eyes closed. I could not understand a word you said. 

“I would like to see your kingdom,” I said one night. 
“Just for a little while.” And I bit my tongue until it drew 
blood, to keep your voice from lulling me. 
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“It is a terrible place,” you said, “full of dangers and hor-

rors and suffering the like that would drive you nuts.” 
“I don’t care,” I said. “I can get used to it. I can be your 

right-hand man. I can help you.” 
“No one can help me,” you said. “There is only one 

Devil in the world. Don’t you know?” 
I clung to your neck. “I know,” I said. “My dear!” 
“You must be tired,” you said. 
“I’m—” I began, but at that moment you blew your 

breath into my face, and I fell asleep. 
 

 
 
AND THIS DISCOVERY: you had other wives before me, 
several of them. All except one were human girls like me. 
This one, the exception, was an angel. 

Most of the other wives were in the basement. They 
hung on hooks, like dresses. Five in all, a number I have 
been told should mean something. Yet, however long I 
thought, I could make no sense of it. Five wives hung up: 
two in yellow dresses, one in green, one in blue, and one in a 
gray pinstripe pantsuit. Sometimes I went down and spoke to 
them. 

“It’s so nice and still here,” they said. “So nice and quiet 
and out of the way.” 

“Who hung you here?” I asked. “I can take you down. I 
can take you outside.” 

“We hung ourselves,” they claimed. “Please, no. We 
like it here so much.” 

“Why did you hang yourselves? Are you not bored?” 
“We like it here so much,” they chorused. “We like to 

watch our feet sway beneath us.” 
“It seems like such a waste,” I said. 
“No,” they said. 
“Don’t you have a story you could tell me?” 
“No,” they said. 
And I knew they lied, but since they were quiet, I was 

quiet, too. 
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THE ANGEL was your great love. Every day, you thought 
about this angel. I could see it, even if you did not tell me so. 
The strange thing was that you never once touched each 
other. You gave me no details, but I did know the most you 
did was talk. How could talk lead to love? I wondered. I 
could not understand it. 

You had a difficult time describing this angel. The only 
thing you could say was that it was the loveliest thing you 
had ever known. You wrote poems about it—terrible poems, 
but in their stumbling lines, I saw a real wonder. 
 

O splendid shadow in the sky 
How you gleam all through the night 
Words slip from your mouth like fish 

A tasty, tasty, tasty dish 
You are ever in my heart’s sight. 

 
The drat things, crumpled or folded, stuffed up corners and 
the cracks between doors. It was impossible to avoid them. I 
took to eating them up when I found them, to get them out 
of my life. 

I used to beg you to tell me what you talked about, what 
was so wise and powerful about this angel that it could cap-
ture the Devil’s heart and keep it forever, but you thought I 
would not understand. 

“We spoke of things concerning Heaven and Hell,” was 
the most you told me. “Things you have never seen.” 

Something tragic happened—This you would not ex-
plain, either. The only place that angel existed was in your 
mind by then. I schemed and schemed—how could I pull 
that angel out of its throne? But there was nothing for me to 
hold on to, not even a face, not even a name. 
 

 
 

DO YOU REALIZE how alone I felt? How alone you made 
me feel? 
 

 
 
YOU NEVER TALKED about the wives in the basement. 
One day, I grew restless. I could not help it. Using my 
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cunning little scissors, I snipped and eased off their dresses 
and pantsuit. I strewed them in the hall, over your armchair, 
on our bed. Never once did you let on that you knew whose 
they were. Never once did you even seem to see them. Not 
wanting to waste the cloth, I stitched them together with 
some other old pieces into a magnificent robe that dragged 
behind me for yards and yards, that pulled my shoulders 
back and weighed my every step—so that I was a queen, or a 
wing-clipped peacock. 

Then, you would glance at the patchwork and see a spot 
of familiar green, a star of pinstripe that clanged against the 
nerves of memory, and say, “Wherever did you get that 
from? I like it!” 

And I would toss my head and say, “That old thing?” 
 

 
 
OUR ACTIVITIES TOGETHER were few, but we did 
have an adventure once. You needed my help, you said, to 
catch a certain troublesome fiddler. This fiddler had sold his 
soul in order to become the best fiddler in the county. 

Why did he want this? To woo a girl. 
“You ought to let him go,” I said. “What harm has he 

done you?” 
You shook your head sadly. “I have made this fiddler 

the best fiddler in the county, but the girl does not love him. 
The night before, the fiddler snuck up behind me, banged me 
on the head and stole back his soul. You see,”—You held up 
a document written in blood.—“once a contract has been 
signed, it has to be fulfilled. We must get his soul back.” 

My job was to dress up as the girl the fiddler loved, lure 
him into my embrace, and so give you the chance to take his 
soul. We discussed how best to perform this deception. I sug-
gested stealing the girl’s clothes and wearing her perfume, 
but no, you said; I had not the same general outline as she, 
and besides, this was a grand deception. We must make it 
perfect. 

It was finally decided that we must borrow the girl’s 
skin, and to do that, we resorted to unpleasant measures. 
Never had I heard so much screaming! But, oh, what a differ-
ence it made. Inside her skin, I was once again a girl, with all 
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the heart, even, of a girl. I believed, you see, that I was the 
fiddler’s lover. The most flawless trick! 

Giddy with success, you penned the fiddler a note scent-
ed with crushed violets and wet with the dew of fresh tears. 

On the night of the full moon, the fiddler came to me. I 
waited atop a hill with nasturtiums in my hair and stars burn-
ing quite cold and bright above me. When our gazes met, I 
was truly not myself. He lifted his fiddle to his chin and 
played me a song.  
 

How high is the mountain? 
How deep is the sea? 

Come hold me, darling. 
Come home to me. 

 

I went down to him. 
The fiddler was not a stupid man. He smelled the truth. 

Slowly, he peeled away his lover’s skin to find little old 
tricksy me. How painful it was to feel the cold air against my 
own poor skin! How shocking it was to watch the fiddler’s 
face collapse! 

I do not want to remember the consequences. Even 
naked in the starlight, I could not charm the fiddler back to 
reason. Suffice to say at the end of it all, you had no recourse 
but to destroy him utterly—even his soul. Scorched earth on 
the grassy hillside of our meeting and a contract unfulfilled 
were all that remained when our adventure was done. 
 

 
 

AND THEN, the children. When I gave birth, it was to 
monsters. They did not have souls. You told me so after my 
first child was born. When they die, you said, that is it. There 
would be no Heaven or Hell for them. 

My first child was a snake, a little thicker than my thumb 
and a little longer than my forearm, as silver as the blade of a 
kitchen knife. He was very lovely. He used to curl around my 
wrist and touch my palm with his flicking tongue. 

One day, he said he had befriended a girl. Every day he 
went to her and shared her meals, opened his mouth wide as 
she dropped spoonfuls of oatmeal and mashed potatoes into 
his throat. 
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I saw the danger. I kept him wound around my neck, 

tied in place by my own hair, in the inescapable knot my hus-
band taught me. But my son was clever and chewed his way 
out when I slept. Whenever I came close to him after that, he 
shot away, crying, “Mother, you have wronged me!” 

Looking into my bowl of soup one dinner, I saw the 
girl’s mother crush his skull with her foot. One swift stomp. 
The girl died from sadness shortly thereafter. I went to their 
house before the wake and left holding my son’s body, limp 
and blood-streaked, in my hand. 

My second child resembled a cat with ram’s horns. Of-
ten he whispered his dreams into my ears. 

“I’m going to be a painter,” he said, or, “I might be a 
photographer,” or, “I think I’d like to be a beekeeper.” 

I brought him paint and cameras and jars of bees. He 
tried each, and each time it was a tragedy: The people hated 
his paintings. His photographs developed white. The bees all 
stung him in one simultaneous movement and dropped dead 
around him, twitching. Then he cried, and since his tears 
were blood, I wiped his face with a damp handkerchief so 
that it would not cake. Still, we planned. Maybe he could be 
a lumberjack, a librarian, a poet. When he was done crying, I 
folded the bloody handkerchiefs and stuffed them under my 
clothes, near my bosom. For a while, I kept them in a special 
drawer by the bedside table, but I grew afraid you would find 
them. 

You came home often to find us plotting. Each time you 
discovered us, you chased me around the house. I had to 
throw pots, pans, pillows at you to stop you from catching 
me. I did not know what you would have done if you ever 
caught me. I had a feeling you would not do anything. It was 
better to let you think you would. 

“No son of mine will ever be anything,” you said as you 
chased me. 

“Of course he’ll never be anything,” I said over my 
shoulder. This was the thing I always regretted saying, but it 
was true. 

Sometimes I remembered my first child, and forgetting 
how my second child’s tears had stained the handkerchiefs, I 
pulled one out and rubbed my eyes with it. Then all I saw 
was red, and I knew how it might be to weep blood. 
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THEN HE DIED, too, and then came our daughter, who 
would also pass away, and who also had no soul for me to 
pray for. 
 

 
 

 
I SUPPOSE I was not entirely faultless. I did keep a secret 
from you. Do you remember the priest? 

“Dear,” you said one day when you came through the 
door bedraggled and huffing. “You would not believe what 
happened.” 

“Who is that with you?” I said, setting down my knit-
ting. Hanging on to your shirttails was a wide-eyed young 
priest, his face streaked with blood, his black clothes white 
with dust. 

Upon seeing him, you tore your shirt off and ran away. 
The priest gazed down at the singed shirt. 

“I think you’d better leave,” I said. 
“No,” the priest said, raising his hands imploringly. 

“Listen to my tale, and take pity on me.” There, kneeling on 
the doorstep, he told me his tale. 

The Virgin Mary had turned you into a black horse with 
the aid of a magic bridle and given you to this young priest. 
The priest had been instructed by God, himself, to build a 
church at the edge of the woods. For a while, the priest and 
you labored obediently under the loving eye of the Holy 
Mother. As soon as she left to take care of other affairs, how-
ever, the priest, who for long years had been plagued by the 
mysteriously unrelenting love of God, hopped onto your 
back and escaped into the woods. You traveled for uncount-
ed days and nights, your eyes peeled for the mouth of Hell, 
when one morning you saw on the horizon the steeple of the 
very church you had fled. The priest knew then that he was 
truly blessed by the infatuation of God and could not escape 
no matter how he tried to damn himself. 

“Resign yourself to fate,” you told him. “You will for-
ever be loved and favored by him.” You cajoled the priest 
into taking the bridle off, promising to try to help him when 
his powers were restored. Upon release, you fled as quickly 
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as the wind itself, but the priest held onto your shirttails, and 
here he was, on my doorstep, as humble as any beggar. 

“God will catch up with me any day,” the priest said. 
“And then I will never have a moment without him. If you 
hide me, I will at least be able to enjoy a bit of respite.” 

“Come in,” I said, “and let me wash and feed you.” 
As I scrubbed his clothing and warmed up a plate of 

meatloaf, the priest asked me all manner of questions. Had I 
ever seen Heaven or Hell? Was I dead or alive? What was it 
like living with the Devil? Only one thing could I answer 
with any certainty. 

“Living with my husband is at times like living with no 
one at all. He is always away, busy with his work.” 

“How I envy you,” the priest said. 
Since all your clothes were too large for the priest, I lent 

him one of my old dresses. What a funny figure he made in 
that froth of dusty-white lace! For days we cleaned and 
cooked and mended together. At last he threw up his hands. 

“How can you stand it?” he said. “The baby cries from 
morning ’til night no matter what you do to appease her. 
Clothes are dirtied and torn as soon as they have been 
cleaned and mended. Food vanishes as soon as it has been 
bought. Let us run away.” 

I thought about it. What he said was true. “All right.” 
We each packed a bundle of dresses and fruit. I confess I 

had forgotten entirely about the baby by the time we were 
done packing, so occupied was I with plans. We left. We 
traveled through hill and dale, country and city. We begged, 
played handmade flutes, and sold jewelry constructed from 
leaves and floss. We slept under apple trees and in alleyways. 

One afternoon, as we walked down a long country road 
from one town toward another, we met God. One minute he 
was not there, and one minute, he was. He was dressed in a 
black suit and smiling. He opened his arms and took the 
priest in them. In a puff, both vanished. 

I thought of continuing my travels, but what was the 
point? I made the tortuous journey back to our house, where 
the baby had fallen silent. I knelt at her crib and begged for-
giveness. 

“A mean, black horse took your mother away,” I said, 
but she would not turn to me. I watched her chest rise and 
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fall with breath. I did not wish I had never left, but I cared 
for her in my own way. How could I explain this? I could 
say, “Everyone has her own tale to tell.” But that is as much 
of an excuse as anything. 
 

 
 

FOR WHAT ELSE could I say to atone? I chose you and 
kept choosing you. 
 

 
 

I FIRST SAW YOU as an angel at the supermarket, study-
ing the cereal. You were wearing a beige trench coat and 
your gaze shifted back and forth behind very dark glasses. 
Even though I had never seen an angel before, I could tell 
right away what you were. You pretended not to know me. 

“Aren’t you the Devil’s wife?” you said. 
What an interesting game you were playing! I felt my 

chest push forward in a way it hadn’t for a while. 
“Yes,” I said, winking. “Are you on a mission to find the 

good people in the world?” 
“No,” you said. “I’m getting some cereal.” 
We began meeting in the woods. I would get there half 

an hour early each time and wait for you in the shrubs, shed-
ding a piece of clothing every five minutes. On our meeting 
days, I made sure to wear exactly six items of clothing, so 
that I could take the last piece off at the precise moment you 
arrived. It was very exciting. 

When you came, I would step forth naked and twine 
myself around you. At this point, you would clutch me to 
you violently and cry into my hair. This was nice—I liked 
thinking a hiker could come upon us at any moment and 
think: There is a woman, obviously married, having a 
strange, passionate affair with an emotionally complex man. 

I tried to get you to do more, but we never did advance 
to copulation. The only thing you ejaculated was, “Oh, God, 
forgive me!” 

The entire time I knew you, you never took off your 
coat. 

“All right,” I said, “we don’t have to do it. But at least 
take off your coat, so I can see your wings.” 
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“My flesh is made of divine fire,” you said, sobbing. “I’d 

blind you.” 
I said I would take the chance. Secretly I thought, My 

eyes aren’t as weak as you think they are! Then I became 
convinced you were lying—I looked at your face all the time, 
and it didn’t look a bit like fire. I began hating you. Eventual-
ly, I did not even care about seeing you under the coat; I only 
wanted you to take it off to obey me. Yet, every time I 
tugged at your sleeves and jerked at your lapel, you turned 
away from me as if I were the one who would burn you. 

I stopped going to the woods. If you weren’t going to 
take off your coat, I didn’t see the point. You as my husband 
never spoke of my trespass, however often I languished at the 
window or sighed your angel name. When I watched you 
sleep, your brow smooth with peace, I longed to shake you 
awake and say, “Own up to your game!” But I didn’t want to 
disturb your slumber. 
 

 
 

IT WAS DURING THAT TIME that you began disappear-
ing for good. You were there lying next to me once in a 
while, and then you never were. 
 

 
 
I WAS ALONE in the house. 
 

 
 
I HATED YOU, but I did not want to be full of hate. I want-
ed to be full of love. 
 

 
 

IT WAS ALL so confusing. For a long time after your meet-
ings with me, you were heckled by your peers as the one who 
had kissed the Devil’s wife. 

“Did she eat your soul?” they said whenever you went to 
Heaven. “Did you like it?” 

You would hide your face in your hands and shake your 
head. 
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Fortunately, you lived in a one-room apartment by your-

self, so you did not have to face your fellows often. Yours 
was a special task: Live on Earth and observe. While other 
angels with this task traveled far and wide, talked with peo-
ple from many walks of life, and had various extreme experi-
ences so that they could say they were really ‘living,’ you 
specialized in observing small and everyday things. In your 
journal, you recorded in minute detail what the weeds be-
tween the cracks in the sidewalk looked like, the variations of 
bitterness in each morning’s cup of coffee, the exact color 
and pattern of each stray animal you came across. 

One day, you were sitting on a bench, observing, when 
you glimpsed me on one of my walks. You were about to run 
away when I closed in on you. 

“Haven’t seen you in a while,” I said. 
“I’ve been very busy,” you said, your journal trembling 

in your hands. 
Speaking to you, I began to cry. Luckily, I was wearing a 

dress made of handkerchiefs, concocted out of boredom. 
“How long has it been since we last met?” I tore a handker-
chief from my sleeve and blew my nose. 

“Ages,” you said. 
“Eons!” I said. 
“How’s things?” you said. 
“My husband has left me,” I said. 
We stayed there silently for what felt a long time, until I 

was out of handkerchiefs. 
“Well,” I said. “I’d best be going.” 
The day after, I received a letter. It was a copy of your 

day’s entry. Included at the very end, in the briefest para-
graph, which detailed the color of the sun upon setting and 
the shapes of the clouds around it, was this: “Woman taking 
a walk. Dressed in pale blue. Began crying at the sight of an 
estranged friend. Dirty, pink satin shoes.” 

I put this under my pillow before I slept, and I slept very 
well. 
 

 
 

I WAS FALLING in love again. 
Yet, you had to make things difficult. 
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HOW MUCH I had heard of angelic voices! An angel’s song 
will shatter time like glass. An angel’s song will turn one’s 
heart to fire. An angel’s song will part the tides, kill the 
moon, and raise the sun. No—an angel’s song is like the an-
cient night, wide and dark and unbearable in its eternity. 

“Sing me a song,” I said to you once. 
You sang: 

 

What is higher than the tree? 
What is deeper than the sea? 

What is earlier than the morn? 
What is louder than the horn— 

 
Frightened, I sang back:  

 

Heaven is higher than the tree. 
Hell is deeper than the sea. 

Thunder is louder than the horn. 
Sin is earlier than the morn. 

 
Nothing broke. 

 

 
 
YOU TOLD ME that angels are made of divine fire. Some 
live in Heaven; some live in Hell; and some live on Earth. 
You wore a coat and dark glasses. Unlike my husband’s, 
your clothing did not burn. 

I asked you, “If you are made of fire, why don’t your 
clothes burn?” 

“Because the fire is divine,” you said. You sat on the 
curb by a convenience store, observing the cracks in the con-
crete. Because of you, I knew that every crack is different, 
even if minutely. 

“How is divine fire different from any other kind of 
fire?” 

“It is different because it is divine.” 
I understood then: If divine fire does not burn, it is not 

really fire. By falling, my husband’s false fire became real. At 
that moment, I pitied you for being made of something false. 
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“Let me mend your coat,” I said, for although it was not 

burnt, it was tattered. 
You clutched the coat to you. “I have never taken it off 

and never will,” you said. 
“No need to take it off.” I took out my needle and 

thread, which I always keep in my hair, and commenced 
mending the coat. You fidgeted beneath my ministrations, 
but my stitches, as always, were sure. Under my hands, your 
coat became whole again. “There,” I said. 

You ran your hands over the coat. “You’ve taken out all 
the tears,” you said. “It is as if I have never lived in the 
world.” 

I had not meant it that way. I offered to take out my 
stitches, but so perfect they were that I could not find them. 
You left, a look unreadable upon your face, in your coat as 
good as new. 

I followed you. You returned to your apartment, where 
you took off your coat and studied your own form. Being 
made of divine fire, it had no marks upon it. Being made of 
divine fire and having the properties of fire, it yearned always 
to move up. The only parts of you not made of divine fire 
were your feet. These God had rendered flesh, so as to 
anchor you on Earth. You were a pair of fleshly feet burning 
from the ankles upward. You burned to rise, to return to 
God’s kingdom and sing in tandem with your angel peers the 
glory of God. You caressed your fleshly feet and wondered at 
their weight. 

I knew then you would never be mine. 
 

 
 
MY LOVE, I remember the good old days. I only hope you 
have not forgotten it all. Do you hear me? Do you see me? 
Please come back, for I am a void without you. Fill me, my 
love, with promises of happiness. I have given you all my 
secrets. Now give me yours. 

 
 
 



	  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S n o w  D a y  
 

 
HE DAY IT SNOWED in this town was 
because Helena made it so, for her love. You 
know how it never snows here. You know 
how wise children are always lonely. I know 
because I, too, was once wise and lonely. 

I first went to Helena when I became preg-
nant. It was a joke for me. A rare child raised without reli-
gion, I had little experience with that particular brand of 
hope required for belief. I only went because my husband 
had begged me to go, and because, at that time, I was trying 
so very hard to keep loving him, I went. 

I had heard so much about her. When she was a child, 
Helena was everyone’s sweetheart. She used to talk storms 
and wanted to run off with every stranger she met. But 
somewhere around her fourteenth year, everything changed 
—something to do with her father, or her mother, or some 
man who got between them. And a knife. No one ever got 
her story straight, and she never did tell me. I only knew her 
when I moved to here after I married, and learned how 
everything here is. They say after whatever happened that 
year, Helena dimmed. She found an old shack in the hills, 

T 
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hid her face in its shadows. 

That was when she began Looking. She could Look at 
anything. The grains at the bottom of her coffee mug could 
tell her if the summer would bring too little rain, or too 
much. The pattern of pebbles stuck in soles of shoes could 
tell her if the wearer would marry the one he loved. She saw 
everything in trees, in rocks. She could talk to clouds, people 
said. People grew to respect her for it. People began going to 
her shack, leaving behind as thanks Tupperware containers 
of macaroni and cheese, bottles of lemonade, chocolate chip 
cookies bound in silvery foil. All the while she stayed in the 
shadows of her shack, wise and safe in the dark. 

The hill and the shack were just behind the high school, 
so it was no great feat to venture there during lunch. It was 
June, and the sky bared itself blue and unrelenting. The walk 
up was steeper than I had anticipated. I dampened as if I 
were made of water and only needed to be squeezed gently 
to show it. The Ziploc bag of ham sandwich, my payment, 
grew slippery in my hand. The dry, golden grass scratched at 
my calves. Afterward there were soft-pink lines along them 
like snakes’ tongues. I showed these later to my husband as 
proof of my visit. 

When I got to the top of the hill, Helena was already at 
the door of the shack, looking up at me with great wide eyes 
that seemed to see everything and nothing, they were so 
blackly opaque. She was a lanky girl, a sloucher, with a deli-
cate face framed by hair chopped raggedly at her shoulders. 
Her loose sundress, patterned with forget-me-nots, slipped off 
at one shoulder, baring a sharply defined frame that spoke to 
me, somehow, of enduring strength. Besides what she wore 
and the look on her face, she could have been one of my 
students. I stepped into the dappled darkness of the shack. 
With a curt gesture, she bade me sit on a faded rug in the 
middle. She lifted the back of my shirt. I felt cool fingers 
brushing against the bumps of my spine. 

“The baby will be no problem,” she said. “Neither you 
nor he will ever be in danger. No, you will never lose 
anything you truly regret losing. That is what you should 
beware of.” 

It was the way she said it: clinical, without judgment. I 
pulled my shirt down and fled. 
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The rest of the day, I was chilled. When I went back 

home, my husband enveloped me in his arms. I looked into 
his face, which I used to think was like the sun, so bright it 
was. And it was still bright. Nothing about him had changed. 
But I no longer felt he was the sun. It was odd. It was sad. 

The one time I voiced this to a friend, she had looked at 
me with disgust in her eyes. “Are you insane?” she had said. 
“Your husband is perfect. Your life is perfect. Don’t throw it 
away on some—what? Lack of feeling?” 

It was after that that I got pregnant. 
“What’s the prognosis?” my husband said, as he drew 

me closer. I felt him smile into my hair. I let him hold me, 
tried to feel that old tingle on my skin whenever he so much 
as looked at me. 

“It’ll all be fine,” I said. His arms were uncomfortably 
warm. “Everything’s going to be wonderful. Nothing’s going 
to go wrong.” 
 

 
 
HELENA’S LOVE’S FACE was keen as a blade, his nose 
and his chin quite dangerous. Even so young, he had the 
features and brain of someone older. I recall when he first 
stepped into my classroom for second period. His clothes 
were bright—I remember the lime-green sneakers, the wasp-
yellow wristlet, how they scorched the corner of my eye 
when he slipped in. 

“Danny,” he said at the front of the class, his face blank, 
his eyes shifting. 

For the first half of the class, he said nothing, barely 
moved, only stared at his long hands. Then he began chat-
ting with the boys in the back. New York … Don’t you hate 
this hick town? … Nothing to do in this dump. 

“Boys in the back,” I said. 
Danny put his head down and refused to raise it again. 
It was hard to say if the other students liked him or not. 

It was hard to say if anyone did. He entertained. He had the 
air of a wild dog, nervous in company, but always quite 
social, as dogs are inevitably social. I do not believe anyone 
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could feel comfortable with him. There was always some-
thing in the way he moved, looked at you—like he would 
bite, though weakly, at any provocation. He was on guard, 
always. I do not know that such people can let anyone else 
into their souls. Right away, I placed him in the part of my 
mind labeled: ‘Passing Through.’ 

One day, he stopped showing up to school. No one was 
surprised. No one cared much, until Jane Fernandez said she 
saw him walking up the hill, toward the shack, carrying a 
brown paper bag. 

And indeed, as the days grew shorter and evening ar-
rived sooner, I saw the shack lit up golden against the dark-
ening blue sky. I thought I could hear, sometimes, laughter 
ringing down like distant song. 

One evening, I saw him walk down. I waited until he 
was out of sight, then climbed up that wretched hill, one 
hand on my belly, which was beginning to look and feel big. 
Who knows why I did it? I felt I had to. 

The shack smelled pungently of pot. A pile of sheets and 
pillows was heaped in a corner, rumpled and stained. Helena 
was sitting on top of the pile, gazing out the window at the 
sky. She had let her hair grow out a little—its edges had be-
come soft, like feathers. Her face glowed, too, a deep pink. 
She wore one of his Day-Glo shirts. In it, she radiated. She 
looked at me and smiled. 

I went to her and took her hands. “That boy’s no good,” 
I said. “I’ve known boys like him. He’s not here to stay. 
You’ll be hurt. Come down, Helena. Come to my house, and 
let me take care of you until you grow up.” 

But though she did not pull her hands away, she shook 
her head at my words. “I’ve never felt this way before,” she 
said. 

I told her I knew that feeling. I had felt it for my husband 
once. I told her I was once like her, a lonely girl in a world 
full of signs. I was once wise like her. I could see things as 
they were, so removed I was from the dirt and chaos and 
bafflement of the world. It was why I was the cleverest girl in 
all my school. And I was willing to throw it all away for that 
feeling. 

“But even if he stays with you, it goes away,” I said. “It 
goes away, and you’re left wondering what you could have 



~ THE GIRL WAKES ~ 77  ~	  
done, where you could have gone. You’re left knowing that 
you should have kept apart from it all, that you were meant 
for another kind of life.” 

She shook her head, gripped my hands tighter. “This 
isn’t the same,” she said. “He’s different. We’re different.” 

“You’re smarter than this,” I said. “You should know 
better.” 

But Helena shook and shook her head, and I went out 
into the night, cold and alone. 
 

 
 
AT NIGHT the sky here is ripped open with stars. In the 
stars, Helena could see nothing. They were the only things 
that would not offer themselves to her sight. But in his eyes, 
she saw Danny’s death. It would be without her. It was after 
that, perhaps, that she did not want to Look anymore. 

Still, she let him stay. He brought her posters of his fa-
vorite bands and movies to tape up to the walls. He intro-
duced her to music. He told her what something amazing 
should sound like. Listen to this. Yeah, this is the good stuff. 
As if he knew all the good stuff. He might as well have. 
When Helena closed her eyes, she could see nothing but 
him. 

Danny was something of a businessman. He was what 
you would call ambitious. He had many plans. Some were to 
persuade; some were to swindle. He had a plan to move back 
to New York, where he had grown up. It was a place he al-
ways missed desperately, a place where businessmen thrive. 
His plans in New York were all he could talk about. Summer 
nights, he would lie next to Helena and tell her about them, 
his arms flung out as if preparing to fly. 

I am not sure what he got from her that he could not get 
from other women. Certainly she never used her gifts for 
anything other than life and death. Certainly never gambling. 
He must have cared about her in his own way. He stayed 
with her every night, and they held each other and drank. He 
introduced her to drinking. Before him, Helena had drunk 
nothing for fear it would impede her sight, but with him, she 
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did not care about things so very much, good or bad. The 
shack reeked of whiskey stolen from the corner store. One 
could get drunk simply walking in, the fumes were so pierc-
ing. 

I had a conversation of sorts with Danny once. I was 
about to walk down the hill after a visit with Helena when I 
saw him coming up, huffing and rolling his bony shoulders. 

“Careful with that,” he said, chuckling, gesturing at my 
belly. 

“What would you know about being careful?” I said. I 
felt a kick against my walls. 

“I’m more careful than you were,” he said, and laughed 
a single, high-pitched laugh before his face settled again into 
that guarded look. He ambled up, tossed the butt of a joint 
into the grass. 

In the hills, there are coyotes that wander, they say, in 
pairs. Someone told Helena they mate for life. Helena 
thought it was romantic, this nature. She often referred to it 
during my visits. I do not know if it is true. If it is not, surely 
Helena would have seen so. Then again, in that time, belief 
was a different thing to her than seeing. She believed any-
thing could happen. 

“What I’ll miss most about New York is the snow,” 
Danny told her once. “I’ll miss Christmas. There can’t be 
Christmas without snow.” 

She laughed and said, “You’re right. If there were snow, 
we could build an ice fortress. We could have an entire army 
of snowmen. No one would bother us.” 

With him, she was always careful to be light. It was from 
him that she learned lightness. 

“I don’t get sad anymore,” she said. “I’ve learned to be 
happy.” This was the last thing she told me before I went to 
the hospital. 

My son was born at midnight. He was a light boy, two 
weeks premature. He stayed in the hospital, in a little incu-
bator, as if my womb had not been built to nurture him 
properly. When we brought him home, I could do nothing 
but cry. 

“What’s wrong?” my husband kept saying. 
“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing at all is wrong.” 
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I WOKE to the ache of my bones. The chill had seeped 
through the walls and snuck through my very flesh. When I 
looked out the window, there was nothing but whiteness and 
more of it coming down. I put on a pot of coffee, switched 
the radio on. Would you believe it, folks, a snow day. First one 
since 1975. Out of the blue, too. I watched my son as he curled 
up in his crib, tucked another blanket tight around him. Did I 
feel tenderness? Was there a spark there, somewhere, inside 
of me that I could cup my hands around and blow upon? 

I went to the park and sat on a swing and watched chil-
dren run baffled through the colorless landscape. They tried 
to make snowmen the way they had seen people do on televi-
sion. Adults, who had come from other places or been to the 
mountains, barked with crossed arms at all the things they 
were doing wrong. 

“This is awesome,” someone screamed. 
Everyone laughed. 
I should have known exactly where the snow had come 

from, but in that moment of shock, I took it to be a sign. 
When the fumbling form of my husband appeared in the 
distance, swaddled in moth-eaten flannel and dusty down, I 
opened my arms to him. As he came close, I caught the scent 
of him, warm and human in the biting air. He crouched over 
me, held me. Jackknifed on the swing, my knees pressed 
against his, I thought, Yes, it is a sign. I waited for something 
inside me to grow again. 

The snow melted within a day, leaving puddles and 
drenched fields and the lingering of unearthly chill. News 
traveled that it was Helena who had summoned it. No one 
had any idea she could do something like that, but she was 
such a talented child; who was truly surprised? People won-
dered and whispered not: How? but: Why? 

I can imagine how Danny hugged her and kissed her and 
said, Thank you, thank you, thank you. I can imagine how he 
said, I love you. He told her once about his plan to hitchhike 
to New York by New Year’s. The day after the snow, he was 
gone. We never saw him again. 
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NO ONE KNOWS if Helena refuses to Look anymore, or if 
she simply cannot. She has been sightless in her shack the 
whole cold season, and now that the hills are green again, 
she still turns people away. Some say she used up all her 
power bringing that snow. Used up. 

People still bring her dishes of casserole, thermoses of 
apple cider, extra blankets. The shack still glows in the night, 
as if Helena hopes her love will return. I still hear her voice, 
raised up not in laughter but in wails, in the distance. 

But I know she will come down one day. She has to. She 
will come down, for it is the only thing a wise child like she 
can do. It is then that I will hold her, look into her face, tell 
her this heartbreak is only the beginning. I will tell her that 
from now on, everything will be okay. I will tell her that 
everything will be just fine. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S i g h t i n g  
 

 
T WAS A LONG SUMMER for the Valdez girls, 
who both turned thirteen in August. Leos, little lions 
frolicking under the summer sun. Though the girls 
did not know it, their mother, too, had been a Leo. 
 

 
 
THE FRUIT PICKERS discovered her one July morning, 
slouched against a tree in an orange orchard, the upper half 
of her obscured by leaves, her legs splayed and her hands at 
her sides with their palms to the sky. Her throat had been slit, 
half her hair cut jaggedly off. It was an archaic murder, even 
poetic. It stunned the town. For a short time, it was whis-
pered by schoolchildren that this woman’s ghost roamed the 
orchards, that the very sight of her gashed-open neck could 
kill. Children went to bed savoring the fear engendered by 
imagining her outside their windows, or just beside them in 
the dark, her murdered flesh cold and present. In a year, she 

I 
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had been almost completely forgotten, but in the barren 
ozone-scented heat of a single August’s nights, Lorna Valdez 
walked undead, untethered. 

And what did she choose to do, but visit her daughters. 
 

 
 
ONE MOMENT, their mother was nothing; the next, she 
was still nothing, but amplified. 
 

 
 
THEIR MOTHER’S RETURN happened independently to 
each girl. 

For Teresa, it began when she lifted the corner of her 
father’s mattress in search of cigarette money. The envelope 
she had seen her father take out again and again crackled 
under her fingers, a yellowed thing forever waiting. Inside 
the unsealed envelope were four hundred dollars and a note 
addressed to her father. All the note said was: “Remember 
the day the sky was so blue we thought our days would never 
be cloudy? Please understand why I have to say goodbye.” 
On the upper right edge of the note was a trace of dried 
blood. It was signed, “Lorna.” 

It is impossible to explain the impulse that took hold of 
Teresa at that moment. The blood, she recognized, was sa-
cred, and sacred only to a few—perhaps only to her. Every-
thing was overturned within her. The thought of smoking 
vanished from her mind. She pressed her trembling mouth to 
the half-centimeter smear. The desire grew in her to have her 
mother’s blood always upon her lips. 

Over the course of several weeks, she frequented drug-
stores and the mall in her search for lipstick the color of old, 
faded blood. Clothed entirely in black in honor of death, she 
slipped tubes of Maybelline and Cover Girl into her pockets 
while people’s heads were turned. And they always seemed 
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turned, even when their eyes were staring straight at her, this 
daughter of a ghost. It made collecting small things very 
easy. 

“Where did you go today?” her father asked several 
times, his face ashen and his eyes far away. “I was expecting 
dinner. Where has Callie been?” 

But Teresa could not form words anymore. 
The tubes were chilly and smooth against her fingertips 

when she hid her hands. She spent most of the time in the 
cool solitude of bathrooms, where she could apply and re-
apply in peace. A moat of tissues smeared red grew around 
her feet during these sessions, like flowers blooming woozily 
from ice. She liked to set the tubes up in a row: all the clarets, 
clays, rusts, and bricks in line like good soldiers. She was 
setting them up one day when she glanced at the mirror and 
saw, in the reflection, her mother standing in the bathtub 
behind her, half obscured by the clear shower curtain. 

Her mother was wearing a blue summer dress the entire 
front of which was hardening with blood. Above that was the 
cut, jagged and still glistening, darker than anything Teresa 
could have imagined. And above that was a mother’s smile 
upon seeing an estranged child—I’ve been miles away, but I’ve 
always been with you, honey. 

“Mama,” she said. “Mama, tell me what to do.” 
But the woman just kept smiling. 
From then on, she was always with Teresa, appearing 

only in reflection. The blood that dried around her savaged 
neck grew increasingly divorced from any redness that could 
be found on any shelf. What mixture of mineral pigments 
could resemble a mother’s life? Nothing could compare with 
that divine blood. 

Teresa was lost. She spent much of her time in the 
bathroom trying to calm her own rapid breathing. “Mama,” 
she often said. “Mama, tell me where to go.” 

But the calmly smiling woman’s slit throat prevented 
any conversation. 

There was no telling why she left. One minute, Teresa 
was in bed, asleep, and when she woke, everything was 
different. There was no woman behind her in the mirror. As 
if walking through water, Teresa went to the kitchen, shed-
ding her black sweatshirt, black skirt, black leggings. Her 
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mouth could no longer be satisfied by only color. She opened 
the cabinets, sacked the fridge. 
 

 
 
AND WHAT OF CALLIE? 

After the murder, the cats dragged the small, stiff corpses 
of sparrows and field mice inside as gifts. They set the rum-
pled, glass-eyed creatures at the foot of their father’s bed and 
under the kitchen table during the night. Callie spent most of 
her time in the almond grove surrounding their neighbor’s 
house, digging and burying the bodies. She did it at night 
when no one walked amongst the trees. One by one, she 
squirreled out the remains, wrapped neatly in paper towels 
patterned with blue roses, and tumbled them into holes dug 
shallowly with a rusted trowel. It was a secret, this task, 
though she herself did not understand why it had to be. 

One evening, as she huffed with sweating brow over the 
last little corpse, she leaned back to rest. She pressed her 
hand to the ground, cut her palm against a piece of broken 
glass. She bit her finger to keep from crying aloud. That 
night, Lorna visited her in a dream. In the dream, they were 
both in a labyrinthine house, and Lorna’s killer was pursuing 
them. Slowly, he took parts of them: their jewelry, their hair, 
their fingernails. Lorna led their flight, and Callie followed 
close at her heels. At last they stopped to rest, and Lorna 
turned around. Callie stared into her riven neck. She touched 
the cold hand that reached out to her. 

When she woke, she vomited and fell into a fever. 
Over the next several weeks, Callie’s belly swelled and 

her breasts filled with milk. Her skin acquired a glow both 
radiant and hysterical. No one noticed. She became con-
vinced she was carrying the antichrist. She took long walks 
along the canal, her hand on her belly. She sang songs to the 
child and cursed the child. She determined that she would 
kill it once it was born, then changed her mind and decided 
to raise it, against its fate, into a servant of God. 

All the while, her mother watched from the corner of her 
eye. 
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“You’ve sold your soul,” Callie spat at her. “Go back to 

Hell already.” 
But the dead woman never answered, only smiled. 
The Whys kept ringing in Callie’s mind until she could 

not help herself. She had to ask, though she knew she would 
receive no answer. Why did you leave? Why did you die? 
Why did you come back? To all this, the woman smiled. 
Mother, Mama, Mommy. She tried all the names, ended up 
supplicating in every way she knew how. Always the woman 
stayed only a little beside and behind her, as if ready to 
whisper something into her ear, but never spitting it out. 

When her belly stopped swelling, Callie squatted over a 
hole in the almond grove and birthed silverware. Spoons, 
forks, knives slipped from out her womb into the hole. In 
relief and devastation, she wept. 

“Callie,” her father called from somewhere outside the 
trees. “Callie, where are you?” 

“Look what you’ve done,” she said. 
But her mother was already gone, and it was dinnertime. 
She gathered the knives. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

W  e  C r e a t u r e s  
 

 
HE LITTLE WITCH is not young, only little. 
She has pale hair and bright blue eyes always 
wide and staring. Because she is little, she likes 
to think herself a child, and others like to think 
her a child. Really, she is very old, though she 
remembers nothing vividly. It is something 

that entrances me, this fuzziness of memory, for I myself 
remember so much. How, I often wonder, does she live so 
lightly? 

The little witch turned all the men she fell in love with 
into lizards she keeps in her purse. After two hundred years, 
there are no more men left in town and no new lizards. All 
the women and children have gone. For a long time, the little 
witch, reprimanded, no longer fell in love. Still, she liked to 
open her purse and watch the lizards and coo. They flicked 
their tongues at her when she ran her fingers lightly across 
their thin-skinned backs and sides, feeling the delicate jut of 
their ribs. 

Now she has only eyes for me. 
Spring, summer, autumn. Every day, I went to woo her. 

I brought handfuls of thorny roses bound in cotton and told 

T 
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her tales of my youthful boldness as we sat evenings on the 
porch. 

“I hitchhiked once all the way from Maine to New 
Mexico,” I would say. “I’ve been mugged at knifepoint three 
times and at gunpoint two. I guess I’ve got luck on my side. 
This scar on my neck’s the worst I ever came away with.” 

“My goodness,” she would say, licking her lips, her eyes 
big and glimmering. “How fragile you are.” 

And I would think, Touch me the way you touch your trans-
figured beloveds, my dear. Put me in your purse. 

But of course, it required more work than that. 
The little witch lives with her two sisters in a big crum-

bling Victorian painted robin’s-egg blue. One sister is called 
Mama, and the other is called Dead. I visited even when the 
little witch was away mushroom-hunting in the woods. I 
visited to convince Mama to convince the little witch to love 
me. 

Mama is forever pregnant. Most of the time, she stays in 
the confines of the cellar, tangled in yarn and muttering over 
the mess. I asked the little witch once why Mama is so sad. 
No one knows who the father is, the little witch explained, if 
indeed it was a father. Mama woke up one day, vomited, 
and knew she was going to be a mother. The thing in her 
womb swelled until the fifth month; then it stopped. 

Mama knits her never-ending scarf, certain the baby will 
be stranger than anything she has ever seen. She is no good 
at crafts; her fingers, she says, throb from clutching the 
needles. She works with her eyes closed, to keep from having 
to blink the bleariness away. Only when I visit does she rise 
from the cellar and chat with me over tea of nettle. 

“My boy,” Mama said one day, “she’d destroy you if 
she loved you. Have you taken a look around?” 

“I have,” I said. “A darn good place to settle down.” 
Mama shook her head. “My poor boy. You don’t under-

stand what we are, do you?” 
Tragic Mama. “I understand,” I said. “Is there a prob-

lem with what you are?” 
But Mama only turned her shut-eyed face away and 

placed her gnarled hand on the bulge of her belly. 
Yes, I understand perfectly what they are. When a witch 

begins to love you, she will feed you candied flowers laced 
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with her own tears. She will bake you cupcakes spiced with 
ground hemlock. She will be secretive. She will plot your 
demise. She will desire to cut you to pieces and eat you. 
None of this frightens me. I know that I am someone special. 
I fit just right in this lonely town. 

You see, magic and I are no strangers: I, too, have a few 
secrets up my sleeve. Would you believe that I was the one 
to gift Earth with poppies? I slew my brother upon a wide, 
still plain, and his blood blossomed upon the ground in in-
dignation. A heron passing over the field read in the blooms 
my crime and, with the power he had in those days, cursed 
me with eternal life. And so I have lived, so long the world 
has forgotten my name. 

To win over the little witch, I stole a young man’s skin. 
It is tight and uncomfortable. Pray God she is truly lost by 
the time she discovers who I really am. Pray God she will 
love me as much as I love her. 

I recall the first time I saw the little witch. During my 
restless travels, I stumbled upon this town so charmingly 
engulfed by redwoods and edged with abandoned goldmines. 
I wandered its streets, enjoying the shade of the tall, old 
houses that lined them. Everything was so mild and quiet, 
such respite from the blood and heartache of my life. In the 
park I found her feeding apple crumble to the ducks. All I 
saw at first were her fall of white hair and her beetle-black 
boots. When she turned around, I saw she was wearing a 
long high-collared dress, the kind one sees donned by unsmil-
ing women in sepia photographs. But the little witch’s face 
was bright and smiling. 

“Goodness,” she said. Her voice was small and shiver-
ing, like a mouse’s. “How hungry those ducks are today.” 

I was besotted. 
I am and am not experienced in love. I have known 

many women throughout the eons. Many have I become 
infatuated with, grown tired of, and abandoned—yet none, it 
seems, have I felt quite this way about. I have studied the 
patterns of twigs in a forest illuminated by a gibbous moon, 
inquired the all-knowing barnacles that cling to the boulders 
of the deep sea, interrogated the very birds of fate, yet noth-
ing can tell me why. You old fool, everything says. Why do 
you love her? 
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Lest you think I am going into this entirely blind, I 

assure you I have tried to think it all through and dissuade 
myself. Why, indeed? Why her, when neither of us has had 
any luck in that chancy realm? Perhaps that is what draws us 
together. Unfit for mortal love, we can only look to each 
other. 

I suspect at times, though, that we uncanny creatures 
were not made for love. Yet, we cannot help it. I cannot help 
thinking that I am special, that she is special, that we might 
be special together. I cannot help thinking that perhaps we 
were meant for each other. That we will not, despite our his-
tories, destroy each other. 

My love’s eldest sister is in the ground, presumably 
listening to the roots of grass. She became tired of the world 
one day, the little witch told me, and crawled into the earth 
under the apple tree in the backyard. A few days ago, at the 
end of my wits, I went to Dead to ask her advice. Following 
the customs of witches, I brought a bouquet of monkshood 
and spat on the mound that covered her. 

“Dead,” I said. “What is the key to the little witch’s 
heart?” The ground trembled beneath my feet. 

A wailing came from the mound. “Speak to me not of 
hearts,” said a tongueless voice. “I have had enough of 
flesh.” 

“Who can have enough of that blessed gift?” I said, 
though truth be told, I have often thought of cuddling into 
the earth myself. 

“I have been purified by the worms, old woman,” she 
said. “What lessons they have taught me! You ought to 
know better yourself.” 

Old woman! Wise witch. Anyone would understand 
why, after that, I had to dig her up. I had to sever her skull 
and toss the chattering thing into the bottom of the park 
pond. I still recall it screeching and sputtering, ringed by 
ducks that watched on in grim silence. 
 

 
 
I DO NOT REGRET IT. Likely it had been Dead who was 
slowing things down all along. Shortly thereafter, I found 
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sugared lilacs on my doorstep. They tasted of salt when they 
melted on my tongue. My little witch has become quiet 
around me and looks at me only from the corners of her 
eyes. I can feel her plotting. 

This morning, Mama said she dreamed of the father of 
her child. He came to her cloaked in raven’s feathers. “He 
promises me the baby will be born soon,” she said. “He 
promises me it will be horrendous.” She knits now with 
gusto, minding not her swollen fingers. Her weary face is 
flushed and fresh. 

My little witch baked a cake to celebrate. It is a per-
fumed concoction, rich and heady and dense. We are eating 
it upstairs, the three of us, with cups of steaming tuberose 
tea. We were laughing over some senseless riddle when 
something thudded against the curtained windows. I knew 
right away what it was. 

“What is that?” the sisters keep asking. 
“Nothing but the wind,” I say. 
No harm in delaying the moment the ducks crash 

through and strip me of my skin and lies. Let me enjoy this 
tea before the judgment. Let me revel quietly and savor the 
taste of tears still on my tongue. Let me take it all in before I 
am nothing but a very old woman again, standing bare 
before the one she loves. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S a i n t  o f  R a b b i t s  
 

 
ACK IN THOSE DAYS, there were so 
many rabbits, they had special days for killing 
them. People would stomp on the ground 
with their heavy boots, scare the rabbits out 
of their dens, and clobber as many as they 
could with the implements of farming. They 

were the worst vermin, only a hair better than rats. They ate 
up all the crops, ruined the dirt with their holes. 

But you, you wanted to save them. You were the only 
one. You took them in your arms and stuffed them under 
your shirt, feigning some roiling state of pregnancy, ran to 
the back of your father’s house and released them in the 
yard, where they burrowed, and every night of your remain-
ing childhood—even after you started going out with men 
thrice your age, even after you got knocked up and had to 
kill the baby, even after you scratched Jenny’s eye so 
viciously in a fight, she was half-blinded her whole life—you 
could hear them singing, “All hail the Saint of Rabbits! We 
thank you for our lives,” and wonder why the hell they 
wouldn’t shut up. 

B 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

T h e  G r e a t  Q u e e n  

o f  W  o n d e r h a v e n  
 

 
N HER NINTH BIRTHDAY, immediately 
after blowing out the candles on her cake, the 
girl who would become queen fell into 
Wonderhaven. Right under the noses of her 
mother, her father, and her cousin Laurie, she 
crawled under the table while the lights were 

off and fell into this world without so much as a yelp, for she, 
besides being pure-hearted, was also self-composed. 
 

Self-composed is the queen, 
as a folding fan that reveals its colors 

only when it slides silently open. 
Pure-hearted is the queen, 

as the still-green bud of a tulip. 
 

In this world, there was a palace encased in ice, a forest 
and the villagers in the forest, and the shadows that 

O 
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bedeviled them. To make a very long story short, because she 
was pure of heart, because she was self-composed, she smote 
the shadows and saved everyone here. The ice that coated 
the palace walls melted, and the forest became bright and 
hot, and the villagers rejoiced. And so, with great pageantry, 
she was crowned the queen. 

Three crowns she wore: a crown of flowers, a crown of 
gold, a crown of stars. A cape woven of morning dew trailed 
after her as she approached the throne; each drop shone 
blinding like a little sun. Her subjects knelt like a sea of 
wheat bending to a gentle wind as she walked to the throne. 
And when she ascended, she raised her hand and said: —I 
will be a good queen. And her subjects roared with joy, 
knowing she would keep her promise. 
 
 

t w  o  
 

 
THEY CAME to visit the queen, always by themselves, 
never with each other. She found them simply standing in 
her chambers: her mother and Laurie. They flickered like 
light on one’s napping eyelids—and then they were solid and 
whole. 

The first time the queen’s mother visited, she was still 
wearing her apron, and her fingers were sticky with yellow 
frosting. For that fateful birthday, the queen’s mother had 
baked a lemon cake. The frosting turned out to be salty, and 
it was better that no one had eaten it after all, she said. It had 
all worked out rather well, she said, until the queen crawled 
under the table and vanished. 

The queen’s mother, rushing from one end of the room 
to the other, flailing her hands: 

—I must have fallen asleep, and when I opened my eyes, 
I was here. Isn’t that something! Maybe I’m meant to stay 
here with you, do you think? Maybe I’m like you. I always 
did feel like I belonged somewhere else. 

But after a sunset and a sunrise, she vanished. All that 
remained: a smudge of yellow on the edge of the table, a 
loosed thread of hair on the floor. 
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LAURIE SAT immediately down on the plain, wooden 
chair by the queen’s bed, her hands tightly gripping the 
edges. 

—It can’t be real; can it? It must be a dream. Wake up, 
Laurie! 

The queen had before only known Laurie as a satellite 
member of the family, a tertiary moon far-flung on the hem 
of orbit: the only child of Uncle Neil. Once every few years, 
Laurie was thrust into their care, to grasp the opportunity to 
‘see her relatives.’ Her father never accompanied her during 
these visits. The cult of the family rests upon myth. Despite 
Laurie’s chill, her teenage habitual scowl, the queen came to 
like her during her visits. She came to love her, even. Cousin 
Laurie with her wide, brown eyes and her hair cut neatly and 
sharply like the black curtains of a gothic stage around her 
round face—the philosopher Laurie. She smoked hand-rolled 
cigarettes in the backyard. She listened to music that sound-
ed like radio static. She would always be older and wiser. 
The queen, before she was queen, wanted Laurie to lead her. 
She rolled over when she spoke to her, pup-like. 

Laurie had to stay a whole day and a whole night. They 
did not leave the chamber but looked out the window at the 
forest, commenting on how damp the air was, how thick and 
what an impossible shade of jade the forest was. The queen 
laughed senselessly. I have Laurie all to myself, she thought. 
We are alone together, and she must talk to me. She cannot 
ignore me anymore. 

At one point, malachite cups of steaming tea appeared 
on the little table by the bed. Laurie refused to drink, even 
when the queen waxed poetic. 

—It tastes like roses. It tastes like lavender. It tastes like 
soccer field grass. It tastes like sugar cookies. 

—It could be amber poison. Have you learned about the 
Greeks yet? They were always poisoning each other. Who do 
you think is giving us the tea? You’re going to trust someone 
you can’t even see? 
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THE QUEEN’S FATHER only visited twice. Groggily, he 
crawled into her bed and slept the whole time. Snail-tracks of 
spittle gleamed in his beard. The queen loomed over him, in-
specting the hard angles of his head. She pulled at his wavy 
locks. She wanted to sleep in her bed. 

—Bye, Dad. Bye, Daddy, the queen would sing when he 
disappeared. 
 
 

t h r e e  
 

 
THE QUEEN WAS FED roasted duck slathered in elder-
berry sauce, herby asparagus, dinner rolls golden and hot, 
pies of every filling—orange meringue, cinnamon pear, 
chocolate truffle. At night, she was tucked into the big, feath-
ery bed. When she shivered, the wardrobe creaked open, re-
vealing her gowns lined with ermine, cloaks of thick ruched 
velvet, adorable boots of pale-pink leather. 

The queen was observed and all her perfections noted. 
Like the largest gleaming jewel in the heart of the diadem is the 
queen. Like the scent of mountain air swept in from heavenly peaks 
is the queen. 

This was only the queen’s just reward for saving every-
one. At first, oppressed by this sensitivity to her every desire, 
the queen became accustomed to her world’s clairvoyant 
attentions. The queen allowed herself to be woken to the 
morning by fragrant showers of petals, to be fed before she 
grew hungry, to be gifted with dolls and swords and mechan-
ical horses. One morning, the queen rode through her forest 
on the back of her metal steed and thought, If only I had a 
softer saddle. Shortly thereafter, she glanced down to find an 
embroidered cushion between herself and the horse’s back. 

At night, the queen washed in a bath tiled with lapis 
lazuli, filled with daffodil-scented water drawn steaming. 
Then she dried herself in a robe soft and pale as dandelion 
down. She retired to her bedchamber and allowed herself to 
be lulled to sleep by music played by her private orchestra: a 
flock of jeweled mechanical birds perched on the canopy of 
her bed, whose voices sounded like the notes of a grand 
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piano. Their notes told tales of love and danger. In their 
songs the queen rode across spills of unending meadow. She 
fought hundred-necked beasts in their airy kingdoms. She 
returned, triumphant, to her old father, who rose from his 
sickbed and wept with joy. 
 

 
 
STIRRING A CRYSTAL GOBLET of hot chocolate and 
licking the spoon clean of whipped cream, the queen’s 
mother filled the dining hall with her lilting giggles. She 
pushed a mandarin tart into her mouth. In the early days in 
Wonderhaven, the queen’s mother enjoyed puddings thick 
and fragrant as butter. She had entire glazed hams to herself. 
In Wonderhaven, her hips widened and her skin gleamed. 
She could glean happiness from her daughter’s fortune. 

—Oh, you’ve hit it big, the queen’s mother said. I wish I 
could have it so good. 

And her face tightened and her cold glance took in the 
dining hall. 

—I hope it stays, she said. 
—Why wouldn’t it? the queen said. 
The queen’s mother shook her head and carved out 

another slice of rum raisin cake. 
The queen and her mother spent their days together pic-

nicking in the garden and napping in the great hall. The 
queen’s mother told the queen the plots of movies she had 
seen. She told her jokes she heard from morning radio 
shows. What do you call cheese that isn’t yours? Nacho cheese. 
The queen listened and laughed, and the queen’s mother 
laughed at her laughter. Before they went to bed, the queen’s 
mother took up the opal brush at the queen’s vanity, mar-
veling at its shifting colors. She brushed the queen’s hair with 
reverent strokes and told her the story of her birth, the great 
happy fact of it. The queen listened, and in her mind came 
pictures: Tiny fingers, exactly ten of them. A fat arm begging 
for bites. A wrinkled apricot face. You were perfect. You were 
just right. I never wanted to take my eyes off you. 
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—YOU’RE IN HELL, was Laurie’s opinion. Have you 
learned about Hell? Sometimes it’s a lot like Heaven. It 
seems like you get everything you want, but then you find 
out you’re missing something extremely important, like your 
soul. 

At age thirteen, Laurie was reading Kierkegaard. She 
was starting in on Spinoza and had already finished Sartre, 
Heidegger, and Hegel. By her own wits, using her oft-absent 
father’s cast-off instruments, Laurie learned how to play the 
guitar, then the piano, and finally the mandolin. She was a 
math whiz. She failed classes because they bored her. She 
was an avid chess player and beat the computer nine times 
out of ten, so that these days she preferred playing against 
herself. The computer lacked, she explained, the human ele-
ment. 

The queen would ask her, What is the human element? 
And she would say, Think about it. 
Her thoughts, even as a teenager, were as arrows. No 

one could keep up with her. She called people idiots to their 
faces out of her frustration, and so they merely ignored her, 
called her—not even a troublemaker—a nuisance. 

In that other world, the queen had been in third grade; 
she could only recall making a diorama of the solar system 
using Styrofoam balls whose surfaces the queen painted with 
tempera, whose surfaces cracked as the paint dried, to her 
distress, as she watched the land and oceans riven by the 
shrinking of their skins. The longer the queen stayed in 
Wonderhaven, the more she forgot the details of her own 
education. She could not remember what caused snow, or 
how many planets there were in the solar system, much less 
in which order they spanned from the sun to the outer edge. 
At first, it unmoored her, this rapid expulsion of knowledge 
like so much steam from a kettle; but she quickly became 
accustomed to it. As the years passed, it became less likely 
she would ever return to that world. What, then, was the use 
of knowing anything about it? 

—It could be this is Hell, she continued as the queen 
waited. Yes, Laurie said, warming up to the idea. This is 
Hell, and you have died, and I can visit you here because I’m 
a sinner. When I get back, I will go to confession, and I will 
make a habit of it so I don’t have to come here anymore. 
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Yet, she did return, and when she did, characteristically, 

she did not let go of the Hell idea but traveled down its twist-
ing paths until they were paths no more but mere lines in the 
dirt. She spoke profusely with her lisp. Always she would 
retain that struggle to form words with the clumsy apparatus 
of her tongue and lips. They came out painfully, like rocks 
she must spit out. 

—We are in Hell right now. But what kind of Hell? 
Likely not Catholic. Nothing out of the Greco-Roman tradi-
tion, either. I thought it might be one of the levels of the 
Buddhist concept of Hell, but no; surprisingly those correlate 
closely with Dante’s Inferno. They are shockingly physical, 
all about fleshly punishment. But this has nothing to do with 
fleshly punishment. It is another punishment altogether. It 
could be we are not in a Hell proper, but a sort of ante-Hell 
or a post-Hell—a Purgatory, if you might. My instinct tells 
me that one of us is unreal, a projection of the other’s re-
pressed guilt. Once the one who is real recognizes what the 
nature of that guilt is, she will become free. She will no 
longer have to be in this horrible place. 

She said all this, shaking her head, waving away with 
her hand the plate of vanilla-honey macarons the queen 
thrust in her direction. It occurred to the queen to say, Why 
can’t you just take it? But Laurie could never just take some-
thing. She could never just accept it. That was the problem, 
the queen surmised, with genius. 
 
 

f o u r  
 

 
THE QUEEN’S PURE HEART is spun like silk. 
It is a cavern of crystal, incomparable in its beauty. 

If a scholar were to make a study of her heart, 
he would map it as one does the gentle undulations of a lake. 

Clear is her heart, and beyond that, radiant. 
A cloud of deep-sea jellyfish is the queen’s heart, 
more durable than flame, never losing its glow. 
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THEY WERE FOXES, mice, bears. Woodland animals. 
They were tigers, elephants, gorillas. Jungle creatures. To-
gether, they lived in egg houses by a river called the Wide. 
There was a mill, where they used to make grain. There was 
a big strangler fig with a cave beneath: their theater, for 
above all, they loved plays. There was a field near the mill 
where they were born—They had no mothers but broke forth 
from the soil full-formed. Every day was a festival day for 
them. They feasted on root soups and dark bread, played 
music upon flutes and fiddles and danced beneath the glaring 
stars. They had no memory. They could remember the day’s 
events, and each other’s names, and how to do certain things 
like bake bread or play a tune, but beyond that, nothing sank 
in. The queen told them more than once about her mother 
and Laurie; the next day, they would always forget about 
them. The queen told them choice recollections of her life in 
that other world; they would marvel, and then forget. 

In the dim light, their houses resembled the chocolate 
eggs the queen recalled so vividly giving way against her 
warm tongue and palate. She asked for them, but her powers 
of description were so weak, she was given dove’s eggs and 
peacock’s eggs and griffin’s eggs that had deep green, impos-
sibly bitter yolks. She asked her mother and Laurie to bring 
her some next time they visited, but they could never bring 
anything; they could only take, or choose not to take. In any 
case, the queen’s desires were the last thing they thought 
about when they visited. 

Yes, the queen sometimes thought, there is a festival day 
in that other world, isn’t there, heavy with rabbits, eggs, soft 
melting colors. Easter. Those houses looked shellacked in 
candy, those marshmallow colors so gentle and yielding, 
begging to be cracked. 

 
 

 
THE QUEEN FEASTED with the villagers and attended 
their birthdays. The queen brushed their foreheads in the ten-
fold gesture of blessing. The queen cradled their young in her 
arms when they cried, and in her embrace their toddlers 
laughed. When they passed away, the queen sprinkled soil 



~ THE GIRL WAKES ~ 105  ~	  
upon them with her own hand, and bade them, Farewell; see 
you later. 
 

 
 

THE VILLAGERS CALLED the queen Witness. For after 
festivals, there came a time called Witnessing, when in a 
long line the villagers waited to approach the seated queen, 
who received in her cupped ear their whispers. It was then 
they spilled what their short memories could hold. 

I saw a blue bird flying from one branch to another. 
The bread was difficult to chew, but the soup was easy to swal-

low. 
My feet are cold. 
And she would say: 
—How very interesting! 
After Witnessing, she returned to the palace and thought 

on the secrets of the villagers. It was her task, she under-
stood, to think on each one, no matter how small. She 
handled each with careful fingers. Every one of them was as 
a precious stone to be admired. Each one of them was as a 
delicate cake to be savored. 
 
 

f i v e  
 

 
ACCORDING TO LAURIE: 

—Wonderhaven governs itself. Its rhythms, patterns, 
and habits have long before been set in motion and now run 
like clockwork. Your role is that of a figurehead, a 
mannequin to fill the throne. Your subjects and the very 
realm’s rhythms, patterns, and habits are what govern 
Wonderhaven. You are merely a caricature of a ruler here, 
an essential image. Which is nothing to be ashamed of, since 
it is, after all, an essential role, if it is also essentially hollow. 
In other words, empty of essence, or in other words, empty 
of being. 

—If you ever dare attempt to be the queen of 
Wonderhaven, Laurie continued, you will be met with 
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bafflement which will, I guarantee you, turn into disap-
proval, which will turn into some manner of violence direct-
ed toward none other than your self. Because an image that 
dares attempt to be a self will only ever provoke misunder-
standing, disgust, rage. 

Laurie was in her last year of high school then, a place 
the queen could hardly imagine, so dense her head was with 
television scenes grown vague in the distance of time. ‘High 
school’ was a place where important things happened, where 
everything changed for a person; was it not? Again and again 
she asked Laurie, What is ‘high school’ like? To which 
Laurie would not respond. 

She often skipped class. Laurie claimed her visits to 
Wonderhaven robbed her of real rest, making it impossible 
for her to devote any energy to schoolwork or to a social life. 
The problem of Wonderhaven occupied her, she claimed; if 
she could figure it out, she would break free from it, she 
claimed, and she would at last situate herself fully in that 
other world—She would stop thinking about it like the queen 
did, as ‘that other world.’ Having fallen out of love with 
religion, Laurie now saw Wonderhaven as a dream, her own 
dream, a recurring dream that would stop recurring if she 
could understand its implications about her psyche. 

—The animals clearly represent key human qualities, she 
said. The squirrels correlate with aggression, the birds mental 
agility, the bears the most basic of human desires: food, 
sleep. Perhaps there’s a maternal aspect to them, as well, but 
as I have never seen them myself, I can’t be sure. A common 
mistake is to confuse such qualities as ‘maternal,’ ‘paternal,’ 
‘womanly,’ ‘manly,’ ‘girlish,’ ‘boyish’ with gender. Such 
qualities have nothing to do with biology. It is interesting to 
consider the sexlessness of the animals. In a world where 
even animals don’t screw, in fact cannot screw, have you 
ever considered the magnitude of the fact that you are a 
Queen? Does that fact not unnerve you? 

—Why would it unnerve me? the queen said. 
—Think about it, Laurie said, her hands gripping the 

edges of her chair, her eyes lucid; she was never more a 
Cassandra. You are a Queen; at any moment you may be 
attacked. In fact, it is guaranteed. How will you defend 
yourself against an invader, with those animals, your little 
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villagers? You are a Queen, and inevitably a Queen will be 
forced to yield to a King. You are a Queen, wide open. 
 

 
 

THE QUEEN’S MOTHER was forever excited, forever 
looking forward. She wanted to see the villagers, but they 
learned that she could not set foot outside of the palace 
without vanishing. At last, she was present when a meeting 
at the palace was called; they could not see her, yet she could 
see them. The queen thought this would unsettle her, but she 
seemed not to notice the implications. 

—Oh, how cute they are! she said later in the dining 
room, after the meeting. They’re adorable, just like big 
stuffed animals, and they can talk! 

This was after the queen’s father had left for good, and 
the queen’s mother had become engaged to another man, a 
doctor. An anesthesiologist, she said, but the queen did not 
know what that meant, and her idea of hospitals had become 
murky. An anesthesiologist, the queen’s mother said, is 
someone who puts you under so you do not feel any pain. 

Judging by her looks, he could do nothing for her pain. 
She had become much thinner, almost skeletal, her once-
generous flesh reduced to skin that sagged on her frame, a 
tent staked improperly. Her face, though always carefully 
painted, had none of its old translucent quality. Her cheeks 
used to be like rose quartz. Now they were a matte peach 
color shocking against the false ivory of powder. 

They were walking through the palace gardens one day 
when the queen asked her if everything was all right. 

The queen’s mother crumpled against the trunk of a 
cedar. 

—When is anything ever all right? she said. Nothing is 
ever all right. Nothing ever gets better. You lose one bastard, 
and you get another. You want another child to love, but 
your body is ruined. Life is not a rose garden; I understand 
that, but how terrible can it keep getting? 

—What do you mean, another child? the queen said. I 
am still your child. 

—Oh, sweetie, you’re not of this world. I mean that 
world. You’ll never grow up, you know? It’s not like having 
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a real—well. 

—A real? 
—Never mind, the queen’s mother said, straightening 

and wiping her face with both sleeves, like a cat. I’m just 
being silly. I’m a silly old woman. 

Though the queen’s mother was far from old. When the 
queen thought about it, especially comparing it to her own, 
her mother’s life was an eventful one. At moments such as 
this, when her mask crumbled into so much useless ash, and 
they stood looking at one another bare and embarrassed, the 
queen’s mother would share with the queen an abundance of 
information, which the queen would receive with bafflement 
and fear. 

At age fourteen, the queen’s mother ran away from her 
uncle, who had been her guardian since her parents van-
ished. After her escape, she lived on her charm, beguiling 
one after another man, woman, or family into letting her in, 
feeding her, clothing her, holding her at night, and calming 
her tears. She tried working, but bosses, coworkers, cus-
tomers, deliverymen would always fall in love with her, 
making the workplace uncomfortable and inappropriate. 
From all this, she concluded that her fate was to be some-
one’s beloved. She was best at being loved. I’m no good at 
anything else. Though she was easily loved, it was difficult, 
nearly impossible, for her to love someone. There was a part 
of her mind, she confided, that was cold as machinery, that 
added and subtracted people as if they were numbers; there 
was a part of her that only saw how much she could make 
them love her, and every detail they were composed of re-
volved around this potential. Thus, though she had countless 
offers and opportunities, she delayed marriage until she met 
the queen’s father, who was the first man she had felt any-
thing for. She could see it would be a tragedy from the 
start—Her intuition told her this man’s willingness to love 
her was unusually low; indeed, his ability for loving anyone 
was perhaps nonexistent. Yet, she could not ignore the 
feeling he provoked in her. He would have married anyone 
at that stage in his life, she confided, and if she had refused 
him, he would have gone quickly to another woman. So she 
married him and tried for years to be his beloved, but it was 
strange and frightening: it seemed since she married him, she 
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had begun to lose that quality of hers, that charm. Perhaps it 
was only a consequence of growing old, but now fewer peo-
ple loved her. Some people, she suspected, even looked upon 
her with pity, almost disgust. It was how much she cared for 
one man, she concluded, the immensity of her sacrifice of 
her self for one man, that provoked such pity and disgust. It 
was better when people simply ignored her now. Yes, being 
ignored is useful. I wish I could be ignored more. 

All this the queen recalled as they walked back to the 
palace at sunset. When the queen first learned this informa-
tion, she only had one thought: If she is incapable of loving 
anyone but my father, does that mean she does not love me? 
And indeed what happened today confirmed this suspicion. 
She wanted another child to replace her, the queen; she, the 
queen, was not a real child—She was now part of her 
mother’s past. The man had left her, the queen’s mother, so 
she had to discard the child conceived in that relationship. 
She wanted to forget the child who reminded her too much 
of her failure. What torture it must be to have to visit her so 
often, to fall asleep and wake up to her face and her king-
dom, to be forced to stay one sunrise and one sunset walking 
with her, eating with her, talking with her.  
 
 

s i x  
 

 
THE QUEEN’S BODY is, as they say, lithe and hard. 

Her skin is amber, her eyes dark and slick as volcanic glass. 
Her ears are small and neatly round. 

Her hair is straight, not given to tangling. 
Not given to tangling is the queen! 

Neat and slick and dark is the queen! 
If the queen had not had such a body, 

such a heart, she would not have killed the shadows. 
Oh, how fortunate the queen had such a body! 

How fortunate the queen had such a heart! 
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LAURIE AND THE QUEEN’S MOTHER visited often. 
Rarely was there a day they did not pop into the scenery, 
smiling or scowling. The queen came to see the squirrels as 
aggression, the birds as mental agility, the bears as maternal 
figures, though this did not make much sense. 

—Do I have to spell it out for you! Laurie said. You are 
this world’s prostitute, this world’s whore. The entire axis 
around which this dream revolves—All right, let’s call it a 
kingdom; you don’t need to look so put out.—around which 
this kingdom revolves is the tension between the poles of 
male and female. The dream will end once the tension is 
consummated. In other words, when you will be taken, in 
other words raped, by the King. 

Laurie had given up school and was now staying at her 
father’s house, reading all day and trying to write. Her father 
rarely came home. He was often busy traveling or giving 
lectures or going to friends’ performances and events. He had 
a vast web of friends around the world who were his ‘true 
family.’ Though his house was in California, he deemed 
Chicago his ‘true home.’ 

Whenever Laurie, as a child, had asked him about her 
mother, he would say, She was a loon. Years later, it oc-
curred to Laurie that perhaps he did not mean she was 
insane, but instead was describing her in terms of the bird 
‘loon,’ a bird that has an uncommonly haunting call that 
resembles the wail of a deep-voiced woman, which would 
explain the tone her father used when saying, She was a 
loon, which was one of amused, distracted nostalgia, and not 
anger or resentment. She listened to recordings of loon calls 
and created the first and last piece of music she would show 
her father, a piece constructed of interlaced recordings of 
loon calls and the sounds of children laughing in a play-
ground. Her father nodded as he listened to it, and when it 
was finished, offered some criticism she could not remember. 
She could only remember nodding and then going into the 
bathroom and using many, many sheets of toilet paper to 
wipe her eyes and nose, all the while being very quiet and 
trying to smile into the mirror. 

—When you are inevitably raped by the King, Laurie 
said, when you realize and accept that you are this world’s 
whore, that your role in this world is that of a hole waiting to 
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be filled, the dream’s tension will collapse and there will be 
nothing left but a happily ever after, which is an ending, 
which is a death of the dream and, at last, the beginning of 
my freedom. The only remaining question is this: Why am I 
represented by you? Why don’t I dream in the first-person? 
Why must my subconscious replace me with my little cousin, 
someone I barely know and scarcely think about? Why this 
distancing? Is it because I fear being the female? Is it because 
I fear the rape, or, even more, the very idea that I am merely 
a hole waiting to be filled, just like all the others? 

The queen helped herself to a salad of honeyed mango 
and nasturtiums. 

—A hole waiting to be filled, even needing to be filled. 
Do you know, I only ever read male thinkers. I’ve tried, des-
perately I’ve tried, to read female ones, but Sontag is boring; 
Arendt is so limited; and I can only think of Beauvoir as 
Sartre’s girlfriend. I say this, yet I, myself, am trying to write. 
How can I expect to write anything if I don’t believe in 
myself to write anything worth reading? Perhaps if I accept 
that I am not meant to put forth but merely to receive, to be a 
hole, that acceptance itself would be the rape, and if I submit 
myself to it, I will be free. So I accept it. I accept it. 

She remained sitting in the wooden chair, her hands on 
her lap, closing and opening her eyes. 

—I suppose the dream has to go its course, she said. The 
rape must occur in the context it was introduced. You must 
be raped. But I am ready now. I am ready. 

 
 

 
THE QUEEN’S MOTHER had a black eye. It was obvious 
under her foundation. From the beginning of her appear-
ance, the queen had been trying to think if she should 
mention it, or if this were something to be kept in false 
privacy. It had to be the anesthesiologist, her fiancé; who else 
would hit her? It stunned the queen that this anesthesiologist 
would hit her in the face. At times the queen’s father, too, 
would grab the queen’s mother, pinch her a bit. In his mean-
er moments, he would burn her with the tip of a cigarette, 
but only ever on the arms and legs, and only on the skin that 
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would be covered by sleeves or skirts. If this anesthesiologist 
was willing to hit her in the face, the queen thought, he must 
fear no one. 

—I’ve been very. Here the queen’s mother faltered. I’ve 
been very busy, she finished. 

The queen kept quiet; this merited no reply. She would 
disgust herself if she were to reply to her. Her attempt at 
appearing to conceal the violence done to her repulsed the 
queen. It was clear to both of them that the queen noticed, 
that the queen knew. What was she trying to pull? she asked 
herself. And right away, she knew what she was trying to 
pull. No longer able to claim ‘beloved’ as her role in the 
world, the queen’s mother could now only claim ‘victim’—
no, not even ‘victim,’ but ‘martyr.’ She was martyring herself 
in the name of—what? Love? Wifehood? It was unclear, and 
this was what made the idea of martyrdom ridiculous. If one 
wants to be a martyr, the queen thought, one has to be very 
clear about what one is martyring oneself for. Otherwise it is 
simply manipulation, and the martyrdom becomes not about 
any ideal but about the martyr herself, which is senseless; it 
collapses the entire idea of martyrdom. She was manipulat-
ing her—attempting to, at least—into feeling for her. She 
required strong feelings from people, and now that she could 
no longer elicit passion or tenderness or even camaraderie, 
all she could try for was pity. Not even sympathy—no, she 
had to set herself apart from others; she had to be special in 
some way; she could not let others perceive her as on equal 
ground with them. The queen hated above all else to have 
her emotions pulled at, as her mother attempted to pull at 
them. 

—Will there be a meeting with the animals soon? the 
queen’s mother said, looking at her hands on the table. 

—No, the queen said. 
—This meringue is divine. 
—You have a black eye. 
At this, the queen’s mother worked her closed mouth a 

little, soundlessly. 
—It’s raspberry meringue, the queen’s mother said. She 

pulled a piece off but did not put it in her mouth. She began 
to explain: 

The anesthesiologist was tired and strung out after long 
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days. The queen’s mother went through a lot of money. She 
would go out and spend all day at the shopping mall, not 
even a nice shopping mall but the one nearest their house, 
whose proudest feature was a twelve-screen cinema. The 
queen’s mother would browse the stores and purchase some 
things, usually cheap in quality and middling in price, for 
example: a crystal floral bib necklace or a chiffon skirt from 
JCPenney. Then she would go to the cinema and watch one 
movie, sometimes two. Sometimes she would re-watch a 
movie upward of a dozen times. The anesthesiologist made 
enough money, but it unnerved him to see it being spent in 
ways he thought of as tasteless and without purpose. He told 
her more than once to join a gym with his money, or eat at 
some good restaurants with his money, or get a manicure 
and a pedicure and a spa treatment with his money. But the 
queen’s mother protested that these things cost too much 
money. She would rather enjoy herself with pretty things and 
some entertainment. At which point he grabbed the bib neck-
lace around her neck and pulled it, so that it cut into her skin 
until it snapped, and said: 

—Pretty things! Pretty things! You’re wearing trash. But 
you can’t help it; can you. Because you’re trash. You were 
born trash. You disgust me. I pity you. That’s why I’m going 
to marry you, but you disgust me more. 

The queen’s mother had wept and apologized as she was 
beaten. 

The queen listened to all this and could find no pity for 
it. 
 
 

s e v e n  
 

 
THE VILLAGERS made offerings to the queen. They wove 
wreaths of orchids and left them at her feet. They carved 
dolls in her image from fragrant pieces of sandalwood, strung 
them on twine so they could keep her close to their bosoms. 
They made songs for her. They sang them in the morning to 
wake the sleepy up; they sang them in the night to calm the 
sleepless down. 
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THE VILLAGERS ate candied plums and basil soups, but 
they never shat or urinated. They spoke to each other in 
rhyme. When the queen touched them, she discovered their 
flesh gave little resistance; they were very light. She would 
not be surprised to discover they had no bones. Motherless, 
fatherless, exempt from the humiliation of refuse, they never-
theless laughed and sang and embraced each other like living 
beings. They acted out plays for each other and told jokes the 
queen did not comprehend the humor of. They are like 
puppets, she thought. They cannot be anything more than 
puppets. They never remember anything I tell them. They 
would never understand the world I come from. I saved 
them from the shadows. I have become their queen, their 
Witness, but what do they know about me? I am actually 
nothing to them. 

Yet, this is ungenerous, she thought. If I am nothing to 
them, so be it. Why do they have to understand me? I 
stopped being me when I became their queen. The idea of 
me is a thing of the past. The world I came from I now think 
of as ‘that other world.’ I can barely remember it. I would 
have forgotten it years ago, if not for my mother and Laurie. 
I would have become wholly queen. I would have stopped 
being this wretched half-queen, if it weren’t for my mother 
and Laurie. 

That, too, was a wrong thing to think, and so the queen 
stopped thinking it. 

 
 

 
THE QUEEN stopped thinking it, but it persisted in her 
mind. It grew there, extending roots into the soil of her un-
thinking self. It enveloped the grains of her heart. It began to 
swallow her from the inside, as certain fungi do the brains of 
their insect victims. The wretched half-queen! The poor half-
queen! Whose kingdom was only half hers, because of that 
terrible other world. 



~ THE GIRL WAKES ~ 115  ~	  

e i g h t  
 

 
—I HAVE SPIED his vultures in the sky, a fox said. 
—I have heard the howling of his many-headed dogs, a monkey 
said. 
—I have smelled the silver of his jewels, a badger said, a smell like 
blood that grows stronger with each day. 
—King Al-Qaum is coming! The dread King is coming! 
 

 
 
IN LAURIE’S VISION, the queen’s body fattened. Her 
chest and buttocks grew padded. Her womb expelled blood. 
Her womb contracted, a pulsing engine. Her fingers ached as 
if their tips were held to a fire. The blood slid out and kept 
sliding out of her aching hole, soiling her gowns and her 
cotton sheets. 

—It’s about time you got it, Laurie said. How old are 
you? If you don’t get it now, you never will. If you fail to get 
it, there is something severely wrong. If you fail to get it, you 
are essentially dead. You would be a creature no other crea-
ture could burst from. Then what would you be? The death 
of all potential, a hole that only takes but does not give, an 
absolute zero, worse than a zero. 

With gentle hands, the queen crushed yellow ochre into 
powder. 

—Menstruation, Laurie said, that is, our particular kind 
of menstruation, is nature’s way of telling a woman she is 
unnatural. Did you know that very few animals menstruate? 
Only a handful of animals do, and ours is the most painful, 
most violent form of menstruation. That blood being pushed 
out of you is no ordinary blood; it is a nutrient-rich lining in 
your womb that is, theoretically, meant to nourish a fetus. It 
is also, however, a deathtrap. If a man’s sperm wants to im-
pregnate your egg, it must fight through the lining’s impossi-
bly tough layers. Only the strongest, the most aggressive, the 
most vicious seed can finally burrow its way into your egg. 

With steady hands, the queen squeezed drops of 
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safflower oil into the ochre. 

—Why all this trouble? Laurie said. Because pregnancy 
can kill you. One would think it were designed to kill you. 
Life-threatening. Nearly a year of your life spent becoming 
progressively more helpless as the child grows inside you, 
and then at the end you might die. To give life, one must be 
ready to sacrifice one’s own life. 

—I told you it’s not from me, the queen said. It’s not my 
stain. I would never leave a stain like that. 
 

 
 
THE QUEEN’S MOTHER apologized when she saw an-
other stain she had left on the queen’s chair. 

—Oh, how embarrassing. This is unforgivable. 
The nature of the queen’s mother was an overripe cherry 

whose skin was tearing around the formlessness of her sub-
stance. The whole of her body was a mass of blood waiting 
to spill. She would tip over at any moment and ruin the 
silken walls of the queen’s chamber, which was lined with 
tapestries and needlework of a thousand different colors 
composed in perfect equilibrium with each other and must 
not suffer any stains lest that equilibrium be thrown. The 
smell of the queen’s mother came in wafts. It was an odor 
like damp metal. 

—I’m just so sorry. Give me some lemon juice, and I’ll 
rub it right out. 

I must wear a veil now, the queen thought, to protect my 
nose from this smell. 

—It means you’re ready to have babies, the queen’s 
mother said. You’re a bit of a late bloomer. Maybe you never 
will because you live here, but. It happens to every woman; 
don’t worry. 

The queen’s mother sat with her hands on her lap, the 
picture of careful restraint, continuing to sit in the chair she 
was staining. 

—In the real world—I mean that other world—you have 
what’s called tampons. You put them inside you to soak up 
all the mess. But there’s nothing here, is there? You haven’t 
grown that much, so maybe you’ll never have it. I guess 
you’ll always be a bitty thing. Believe me, it’s for the best. It’s 



~ THE GIRL WAKES ~ 117  ~	  
a horrible nuisance. 

The queen’s mother picked up a half-peeled satsuma and 
set it down. Her thoughts trickled out of her mouth, piece-
meal. 

If she was so fragrantly fertile, she pondered, why could 
she not conceive? Red oceans spilled out of her every month; 
perfectly formed eggs dropped wasted into the pale field of 
her panties. Certainly some fault must lie in the anesthesiolo-
gist’s apparatus. His semen was runny, like thin snot, not 
viscous and healthy like sugar-cookie icing, like the fluid that 
had engendered the queen. It’s really ill-looking stuff. This, and 
not the beatings, was what gave rise to the idea of leaving 
him. Surely it was within her rights as a woman to desire 
children, and if a man could not give her a child, it was 
within her rights to leave him, no matter how much she 
loved him. She would be perfectly justified in calling off the 
engagement, as an engagement was purely an informal ver-
bal agreement with no concrete contractual obligations. The 
tricky thing would be to navigate his love for her, which was 
as convoluted and beast-filled as the Amazon River. Will he 
try to kill me? That was the question. 
 
 

n i n e  
 

 
THE VILLAGE RANG with cries of fear. A wind tore 
through, toppling tables, carrying with it the icy smell of the 
advancing King. Feasts were abandoned, plays forgotten. All 
huddled in their houses, clasping each other for comfort. The 
sky bloomed inky and bruised. 

—Save us! Protect us from harm, our queen! 
 

 
 
LAURIE PACED the chamber, filling it with the smell of 
cloves. Days later, the cushions would reek of burning 
cloves. The carpet would retain the imprint of a circle where 
she trod. She was on to something. 
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—The answer to the problem of my life is not philoso-

phy, but science. To be specific, the natural sciences—more 
specifically, the aquatic sciences. The more objective view I 
have of things, the better I will feel. Philosophy at its heart 
will always be subjective. What I require in my life is a 
compass of rationality. What I require is a field that does not 
suffer sentimentalists. Though the very reason I am drawn to 
the aquatic sciences might be suspect. Am I drawn to the 
aquatic sciences because of some perceived inherent poetry? 
The deep, blue sea. Am I drawn to the aquatic sciences be-
cause of the rather cliché, yet apt, metaphorical analogue 
between the ocean and the feminine? The sea, the cruel 
mistress. And now I am rushing toward engulfment and not 
penetration. You see, I am stuck; I am always stuck. I think I 
am getting somewhere, but I always end up back at square 
zero of this infernal board game. 

Laurie’s face had become a full honey moon. At last 
coming into her power as a modern-day Pythia concerned 
only about the revelations of her own inner state, her mouth 
was forever expelling smoke. Her slim body had widened 
quickly, ballooning out past the limits of her clothing, so that 
she now boasted a wholly new wardrobe that was, none-
theless, entirely black, the color of absence and absorption. 

Suddenly struck by the severity of her condition, her 
father had taken up the habit of staying at home. The intu-
ition that had guided him throughout his musical career (yet 
failed him in matters of personal relationships) intervened at 
the last moment, laying its heated fingers on his brow and 
wakening him to the sight of his daughter, his only child, 
scuttling through his house’s corridors like an overgrown 
axolotl. His ears were opened to the sound of her bizarre 
monologues. He could not simply closet her away into the 
past, as she was, after all, half his. So he tried to bring them 
into the same present. She would not be the Minotaur to his 
King Minos. 

He took her to a doctor. He administered her Risperdal 
and Lexapro, shaking out the pills one by one into a napkin, 
filling a glass with spring water to wash them down, handing 
it all to her on a little plastic tray on which was printed a 
pattern of cartoon ducks. He cooked breakfasts, lunches, and 
dinners, always presenting her the ingredients first so she 
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knew he was not poisoning her. He made snacks and root 
beer floats. He asked how she was feeling. He bought a 
television set and watched Simon Schama’s Power of Art with 
her. He read aloud to her the novellas and novellitoes of 
César Aira, thinking their levity, their inventive pushing 
forward, their use of detail without becoming bogged down 
by any one thing, would provide her a way out of her preoc-
cupations. 

—My father has become my mother, Laurie com-
plained. They have become one and the same. A monstrous 
hermaphrodite, he has staked a claim in both corners of the 
parental ring. I can no longer imagine my mother or what 
she could be to me. He has shoved her out with all the 
violence of an entitled schoolyard bully. Just because he is 
alive, and she is not. He ought to remain, doesn’t he know, 
far off in the distance for me to long for? For me to hang all 
my ideals, all my reservations, all my irresolution, all my 
misconceptions and misinterpretations, all my hang-ups. He 
ought to remain just such a coat-hanger. He was very good at 
it. 

The queen had stopped listening. She trimmed the tip of 
a brush so that it came to a delicate point. She readied a 
length of paper, hoping it would not absorb the smell of 
cloves. 
 

 
 
DISTRACTEDLY, the queen wrote on linen paper. She 
wrote with a brush whose tip was made from the white 
throat-fur of one of her subjects. She dipped it into a well 
filled with ink made of soot, gum arabic, vitriol, pigment, 
and narcissus liquor. She traced out in her looping hand the 
words she had contemplated for some hours. She wrote with 
a pure heart so that her words would be pure. 

She entreated King Al-Qaum to be reasonable, to con-
sider a truce. She had killed his shadows, but she had not 
known they were his. She was ready to sacrifice her own life 
for her villagers. She would present herself to him. She 
would make a gift of her life to him. 

In the mirror, her face was like a tiger opal. She admired 
her reflection and wondered at the reality of the King’s 
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threat. The villagers could only say he was terrible but could 
not explain why. If the shadows were so easy to kill, the 
queen thought, why should she fear their King? 

She looked at her hands, small and well-formed as the 
fronds of a plant, and thought, I will smite him. 
 

 
 
THE QUEEN’S MOTHER’S FACE was bruised and 
swollen. Her neck was in a brace. 

—I was in the hospital, the queen’s mother said. I’m 
supposed to be in the hospital. Well, I guess it doesn’t hurt to 
get some fresh air here. 

The queen’s mother had told the anesthesiologist about 
her desire to break their engagement. Right away the anes-
thesiologist started saying: —I knew it; I knew it; who is he? 
He would not stop suspecting there were another man. She 
began wishing she were, indeed, seeing another man, as that 
would give her—not an ally, that would be too much to hope 
for—someone else to share the brunt of the anesthesiologist’s 
anger with, for once. 

The queen’s mother was fortunate in one regard: she had 
given all her love to her first husband, the queen’s father, 
who, despite being quite cruel to her, had left her, so he 
would no longer harm her. He remained her one true love, 
and because of this guiding light, she saw the falsity of her 
relationship with the anesthesiologist. Unlike other women 
in similar situations, she knew perfectly well she did not love 
him. She was with him for the reason most women were 
with their men: because they may as well be. The problem 
was his love for her. It was greater than any love she had 
ever experienced, a veritable Goliath of a love. 

After he had beaten her and she lay with eyes and arms 
and mouth throbbing into hydrangeas of pain, he had crum-
pled to the floor and held her and wept. He apologized and 
even struck himself on the head; he kept striking himself with 
his own fists until she stopped him. 

Unwittingly, over the years they had known each other, 
under his gaze, she had flowered into the ultimate Beloved. 
Unbeknownst to her, her modesty, her charm, her unabashed 
sensuousness had captured him utterly. His fear, his rage, his 
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violence was only in proportion to his regard for her, his 
thirst for her, his need for her. Without even trying, having 
actually given it up, she had fulfilled her destiny. She was the 
Love of the Anesthesiologist’s Life. Who was she to deny her 
role? Who was she to deprive someone of what he most 
desired? In the end, she was really nobody. She had to stay 
with him. 

—What do you think? she said. Does that make sense? 
Sometimes I can’t tell. 

The queen said nothing, gazing at the mirror. She had 
stopped listening. She was readying her hands. She was 
readying her teeth. She was readying her most fearsome 
eyes. Her legs would be lean and powerful. Her neck would 
be staunch and unassailable. She would smite him! 
 
 

t e n  
 

 
KING AL-QAUM is coming! King Al-Qaum is coming! 

Skin white as the southernmost star, his arms laden with 
silver, his legs bound in summer lightning, he came to 
avenge his shadows, the children birthed from his knees. 
Long had been the dawn when those children came crawling 
out, drawing with them his helpless screams. What great 
tears he had wept when they scuttled away, heeding not his 
calls! 

King Al-Qaum is coming! King Al-Qaum is coming! 
Winding through the air in the form of a thousand swal-

lows, he came to grieve his children. He came to take the life 
of the queen, the destroyer of his children. He came to claim 
her promise. He had received her missive and placed it in his 
ribcage, where it shone with her purity. 
 

 
 
THE QUEEN’S EYES were as the wings of the Polyphemus 
moth. Her tusks were as a boar’s. Her fingers were agile as 
ten staffs wielded by the most gifted of warriors. She was 
clad crown to toe in a skin rough yet gleaming, the skin of a 
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crystalline crocodile. She leaped into the air, screaming a 
fearsome cry. 
 

 
 

IN THE SKY, they crashed. The heavens above them 
cracked. The earth below them shivered. They were one roil-
ing cloud. The queen gored him with her tusks, struck him 
with her fingers. Her skin was unassailable. The king wept as 
his life was torn from him. 
 

 
 
IN THE DEATH of King Al-Qaum, the queen gained the 
entire world. Oh, illustrious queen! In her hand, she held the 
key to all worlds. They revealed themselves to her, each in 
succession, and she was helpless in her seeing of them. She 
saw all the worlds, sublime and terrible, and in her seeing, 
she gained the key. Naked she lay on the ground, alone, 
holding the key in her small palm. She watched it fade with 
each blink of her eyes. In a few blinks, it was gone. She held 
nothing in her hand, and she was alone. 
 
 

e l e v e n  
 

 
—THIS PLACE is not real, Laurie said. It is a mere halluci-
nation, a mirage. It is not a site of revelation. 

Laurie, walking hush-footed from one wall of the 
queen’s chamber to the other, her hands clasped behind her 
back, talked with low, dreamy calm. 

—The existence of this world makes me wonder how 
many other worlds there might be, at the corner of my eye, 
that I’m simply not seeing for lack of conceiving the possibil-
ity. It is terribly disconcerting; I have been terribly scarred, 
you know, by your fate. It has made me question my place in 
the world in a way I never otherwise would have. Never a 
day goes by that I don’t look at myself from outside my own 
body, and wonder at how alien I might be in the very space I 
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inhabit. And not being able to talk about it with anyone else 
but you, well, that’s doubly scarring. You’ve ruined my life, 
you know. You have. But it is all unreal and does not matter. 

Laurie brought her fingers to her mouth, but there was 
no cigarette. Her father, fearing for her body as well as her 
mind, had coaxed her out of smoking. 

—All the years I have spent in this place have been 
merely the product of imagination. All the words I have spo-
ken into this place have been a misguided attempt to make 
real a thing that is not real. 

—Yes, the queen said. This place is not real. I am not 
real. 

For the queen knew: Laurie must return and become, 
fully, her father’s daughter. She must prove her own mother 
wrong. She must go back to him, a Persephone rising from 
the depths. In order for it to be so, the queen knew she must 
become only a figment of imagination. 

—Why were you in my life all these years? Laurie said. 
The queen considered her words carefully. She recalled 

everything Laurie had said in the past. She weighed them on 
the scales of her pure mind. 

—I have been here to draw your father to you, the queen 
said. I have been here to make him realize how dear you are 
to him, and how you must be saved. 

—And now, Laurie said. Now, he has come to me. We 
are a family at last. 

Laurie made a movement as if to clutch at the queen. 
—All this to bring him to me? All this, the destruction of 

my own life, to bring him galloping in? To prove him the 
hero? 

—This place is not real, the queen said. I am not real. 
—No, it is not real. This place is not real, Laurie said, 

louder. Her face was tear-reddened. I knew it was never real. 
I will open my eyes and forget you. Do you hear me? I will 
forget you forever. 

The queen said nothing. She closed her eyes. When she 
opened her eyes, Laurie had vanished, leaving no smell of 
smoke, no mark in the carpet. 
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—LET ME STAY, the queen’s mother said. I have to get 
away from him. He’ll kill me. 

The queen’s mother’s arm was broken. Her face was 
swollen and bloody. Her voice came from her mouth man-
gled by her sluggish tongue. 

The queen wept and thought about asylum. Yes, yes, 
perhaps her mother could stay, grow round and softly glow-
ing on all the sustenance of the palace. But—say the queen’s 
mother really were to stay in Wonderhaven. Say the queen’s 
mother were to become one of the kingdom. The queen’s 
mother would be plucked from her fated role, the Love of the 
Anesthesiologist’s Life; she would be deprived. What mean-
ing would she have here, the invisible mother of the queen? 
No, the queen’s mother, at heart, wanted more than that. 
She must return. 

—He’ll really kill me. I can feel it. I don’t want that life 
anymore. I don’t want to be loved like that. I want to stay 
here. 

No, there would be no meaning in allowing the queen’s 
mother to stay. The queen looked at her palm and wiped her 
cheeks with the back of her hand. 

—I don’t know how I can help you, the queen said. I 
don’t know what to do. I’m sorry. You must go back, for that 
is where your fate lies. 

To be a true queen, the queen must be selfless. 
The queen’s mother, as if struck, closed her eyes and 

vanished. 
 
 

t w  e l v e  
 

 
IN THE MORNING, the land was tranquil as the brow of a 
sleeping maiden. As soon as they woke, the villagers feasted 
and played music and danced throughout the day and deep 
into the night. The sky was clear as a sage’s eye. 

The queen’s form had returned to that of a lithe girl with 
skin the color of tea. The queen was weeping. The villagers 
brought her lavender cookies, pomegranate ice, a pitcher of 
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root beer float. Yet the queen’s tears would not cease. 

—Never again will I see my mother and Laurie. I will be 
here forever, and I will be a good queen for all time. 

The queen wept for days and days, until one day, she 
stopped weeping. She sat in her throne and looked upon her 
subjects, and they rejoiced, and she smiled—though no one 
can say if it was a real smile or no. 

—Wonderhaven is a diamond that exists in no other 
place. I have seen all the universe and know this. This is the 
only place of purity that can exist. I will protect it from all 
evil. I will guard it more than my own heart that beats red 
within me. I will guard you, for you, by your nature, must be 
guarded more than all else. 

The queen looked at the faces of the villagers, and the 
villagers looked at the face of the queen. They reflected each 
other: merry smiles, delighted eyes. Yet—was there some-
thing different about the queen? Was she no longer that self-
composed, pure-hearted girl? Yes, yes, there was something 
there—something like the rippling, bloodied fur of a beaten 
tiger—but it was fading, and now she is here again, the way 
we have always known her. 
 

Forever pure-hearted is the queen! 
Forever self-composed is the queen! 

Always will she guard us! 
Always will she guard us! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S u g a r  
 

 
USED TO KNOW a man made entirely of sugar. 
My mother sent me to keep him company. Before 
that, I had been quite a careless girl, with no one to 
look after and few to please. So it was that my 
mother thought to teach me something. 

The sugar man and I had tea every Sunday. He 
lived in a one-story house painted fresh cream, with tart-red 
trimming. 

“Isn’t it something?” he said of the house on my first 
visit. “Doesn’t it look delicious? Makes your mouth water, 
doesn’t it?” 

“It’s nice,” I said. 
“How nice?” he said. 
“Very nice,” I said, though that was stretching it. 
“Only very nice?” he said, and looked at me with his 

grainy eyes. 
“Yes,” I said, and that night I got a talking-to. 
He called me an angel sent down to save him. Mostly he 

was kind. He gave me what he called the best seat, a wooden 
stool that rose a clear foot above the tabletop. One of its feet 
was shorter than the rest so I could never quite be quiet—I 

I 
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was always knock-knocking. He joked that I was trying to get 
the moles to let me in, wasn’t I? Trying to get away, wasn’t I? 
He would talk of all the places he had been, over the years, in 
his search of a home. 

“Mountain, dale, swamp, and suburb: I’ve tried it all,” 
he said. “I don’t know where I belong, and now there’s 
nowhere left for me to go. I am like no one. Boo hoo hoo. But 
you understand, don’t you? You get me. I see it in your eyes. 
Boo hoo hoo.” 

That was how he wept: Boo hoo hoo. There were no tears 
in him to well and spill. There was only the sound, only the 
noise. It could have been pleasant except he would dip parts 
of himself into the teapot when he thought I was not looking. 
I could not stand sweetness, but I had to drink the tea. Polite-
ness, you know. Every time I visited, there was less of him, 
and I came away with the taste of sugar in the back of my 
throat. One day, he dipped the last of his fingers, mere stubs, 
into the pot. All he had left were palms. 

“I’m afraid I can’t serve the tea anymore,” he said. 
So I had to take up serving. Still, he did not stop wanting 

to put himself in the tea. He thrust his stump arms at me, so 
casually I could not refuse him, and chuckled softly as I 
scraped chunks of him into the cup. I held the cup to his face 
and watched his mouth erode. He quivered as he drank. 

I finally said, “I won’t come to tea anymore.” I really 
hated him, though I could not say why. 

Hoo hoo hoo. By this time, he had no tongue and no lips. 
“Come now,” I said. “I’m sure I can find someone else 

to do it.” 
Hoo hoo hoo. 
“All right,” I said. “I’ll come to tea one more time, and 

that’s it.” 
That evening, I went out with my friend, whose mother 

sent her to the hospital every day to cheer up dying children. 
Sitting on a boulder on a hill that overlooked our twinkling 
town, we talked about our lives and all the numerous ways 
we were helpless. 

“I hate the hospital,” my friend said. “I hate those chil-
dren. Someday I’ll be an astronaut and leave this hellhole 
light years behind.” 

“I hear you,” I said. “One day, we’ll go away and never 
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come back.” 

They would call us monsters! 
In the morning when I went to the sugar man’s house, it 

was surrounded by yellow tape. A man made entirely of 
pepper stood outside. 

“What have you done?” he said. 
“What have I done?” I said. 
“My brother has died. He filled a tub full of water and 

sank into it. Completely dissolved.” 
He followed me down the street as I walked home, mut-

tering. A few steps away from my front door, it occurred to 
me that, yes, I was a bitch. I was an asshole. I had caused all 
this misery. I should have been the one to die. I should hate 
myself. I should never show myself in the light of day again, 
because I was a whore. I had no heart. I was not a real per-
son. I should say sorry, sorry, sorry for being born. What was 
wrong with me? Everything was wrong with me. I deserved 
any badness I got. And there had been the sugar man, who 
was only ever kind to me, who only ever wanted me, now no 
more, now killed by me. My hands: sticky with his life. 

I turned and held my hands out. “You’re right—I ought 
to kill myself.” 

The pepper man shook his head slowly and left. Even 
that would not be enough. 

In the night, I wondered why the sugar man had not dis-
solved himself in tea. What use or sense was there in a sugar 
man dissolving himself in plain water, unless that water be 
boiled, made into syrup, and put into tea? Perhaps it had 
been his plan to do exactly that, but he had bungled it and 
now it was up to me, as always, to fix things. 

I would boil the water, mix a few gallons of sweet tea. I 
would throw a party and make everyone drink it. The entire 
ordeal would at last be over. 

I snuck back into the house with a bag of bottles. The 
water inside the tub was colorless, so plain and pure. For a 
moment, I doubted he was in there at all. I cupped my hands 
and dipped them into the cold water. I drank a handful. Ah, 
another handful. 

When the pepper man found me, I was bent over the tub 
lapping up the water like a dog. It was disgusting, the sweet-
ness, but I could not stop myself. I wanted to drink it all, pee 
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and sweat him out, and be done with it. 

“Get away from my brother,” the pepper man said. He 
beat me with his pepper fists. “What gives you the right?” 

I started sneezing. “Nothing,” I said. What rights had I 
ever had? 

He would not stop hitting me, so I hit him back. With 
every blow, pieces of him flew off, sprays of pepper lashing 
my eyes. I sneezed until tears ran down my face, and with no 
one to bless me, either. The pepper man made crying sounds, 
but like his brother, he could not weep in truth. With his 
fragile hands, he tried to push away my blows. I got angrier 
and angrier. I could not stop myself. I sat atop him. I beat 
him until he was nothing but a pile of pepper. 

Against all better judgment, I brought my mother to the 
scene. 

“Now you’ve really done it,” she said, when she saw the 
mess. “You sniff that pile of pepper and sneeze it out. Show 
you’re sorry.” 

I was not sorry anymore. I was tired of it. I was tired of 
sneezing. I did not want to learn my mother’s lessons, even 
as I got down on my knees and started sniffing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  



	  
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

K n o c k  K n o c k  
 

 
HO’S THERE? 

A girl who liked to sleep to the 
sound of a metronome. While she slept 
her parents shook their heads, puzzled at 
her love for the piano and the violin. 

“She needs to get out more,” her 
mother said. 

“Music is a useless hobby,” her father agreed. 
It was the only time they agreed on anything. Other 

times, they were like strangers to each other. A long time 
ago, they thought they would save each other, but they only 
drifted apart. They did not know each other, and they did 
not know their daughter. One thing they did not know was 
that the girl didn’t love the piano and the violin so much as 
she loved the metronome, its steady tick-tick-tick, the way it 
sounded so certain, the way she could hear its rhythm under 
any piece of music, the way it would never stop ticking into 
infinity if she did not stop it. If she ever heard the voice of 
God, she thought, it would most likely sound like a 
metronome. 

But that’s not the funny part. Knock knock. 

W 
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Who’s there? 
Not the girl’s parents. Here’s what happened: On a quiet 

Thanksgiving at home, the father, on a whim, turned on the 
radio, and the station was playing the song they had first 
made love to. They felt their hearts and loins warming. Per-
haps, they thought, they could still save each other. They 
began dancing. They sidled out into the front yard in each 
other’s arms, twirling and singing garbled approximations of 
the lyrics, until the neighbor complained of the noise, at 
which point they hopped into the car with bottles of brut. 

“Where would you like to go?” the father asked. 
The mother, who had always wanted to go to Canada, 

said, “Canada.” 
And so they were on the way to Canada, to stay in a 

château, to drink flutes of champagne and whiskey, to make 
love under the careful gazes of trophy deer heads and empty 
suits of armor, without a care in the world, when on the 
highway a delivery truck full of milk blew a tire and swerved 
straight into them. The father died upon impact, but the 
mother was flown to the nearest hospital with third-degree 
burns and a broken spine and many other broken parts, and 
the daughter got there in time to see that the mother was no 
longer herself, before everything in her body failed, and she 
was pronounced dead. The daughter went back to her hotel 
room and got out her metronome. Sitting on the dingy floral 
coverlet that smelled of the cigarette smoke of lonely people 
come and gone, she wept. 

But I’m telling it all wrong. Let me try one more time. 
Knock knock. 

Not long after this, the girl married. He was much older 
than she and loved telling jokes. Everything they did together 
and everything that happened to them was a joke. For a 
while she was almost unbearably giddy. He told her stories 
about fish that talked and pigs that flew. When words failed 
to make her smile, he tickled her. He made her laugh so hard 
she wept. In return, she played him her sad, sad songs and 
told him her sad, sad stories so that he could escape from his 
eternal good humor, so that he could allow himself to deep-
en. She anchored him. It could be said that they saved each 
other. Their happiness grew exponentially over the years. It 
grew and became a thing separate from them. It became so 
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substantial that it began to weigh upon them, filling their 
rooms and growing so thick they could hardly move or 
breathe, until one day the girl awoke, and he was no longer 
there. She did not know what was more appropriate: relief or 
despair. Whether their happiness had snuffed him out or he 
had escaped before it could, she never learned. 

After this, the girl couldn’t sleep, even with her 
metronome ticking. She tried taking pills; she tried 
chamomile tea; she tried a hammer to her head, but still she 
couldn’t sleep. She practiced her piano and violin constantly, 
listened to the unceasing tick of the metronome under the 
notes, and before long, lines of children accumulated at her 
door for lessons, set there by their parents. She opened her 
door, and each came in to use her services. None of them 
enjoyed his assigned instrument: If one was learning the vio-
lin, he wanted to learn the piano, and the moment she set 
him at the piano, he discovered he didn’t want to learn at all, 
and wanted instead to go home. 

“Listen,” she said to them. “Don’t you think I want the 
same thing? Don’t you think I wish things in life were differ-
ent? But they aren’t. You’ll always be doing something you 
don’t like very much and learning things you’d rather not 
learn. And underneath it all, you will always hear God’s 
voice, which sounds exactly like this metronome, telling you 
that things will go on and this, too, shall pass, whether you 
like it or not. So you’d better get used to it now. You’d better 
practice.” 

But the children would not heed her. She watched them 
skip away into their parents’ cars, their faces sunny with 
ignorance. She thought back to her girlhood when all it took 
was a silly joke or a bit of nonsense to make her smile. 
“Knock knock,” the children liked to say to her, to derail her 
from giving lessons. And she could never bring herself to ask, 
‘Who’s there?’ The answer would always be no one she 
cared about. The best way to tell a joke is to leave it unfin-
ished, she came to believe. Let the hearer imagine the punch-
line is funny. Let her wait for a chance to laugh. Let her 
think it will all be worth it. There is no better moment than 
before. 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I d y l l  
 

 
N THE GROVE, the girl is picking fruit, tracing 
incisions into a pomegranate’s hard skin, pulling it 
open with dull cracks. She sucks fig seeds from be-
tween her teeth, spits out apricot stones. Strings of 
flesh still cling. When she cannot eat any more, she 
walks out on creeping feet and surveys the other 

girls, who are lounging on cushions of moss and down, their 
legs stretched out bare and slender. 

In the world of Our Maiden, there are only girls, and 
they sleep outside on beds of fragrant grass as warm star-
pricked skies quilt them. They wear cotton gowns colored 
rose and salmon and yolk and hyacinth. In the mornings, 
squirrels set a long checker-clothed table with dishes, bowls, 
forks, knives; rabbits bring baskets of hot rolls and dishes of 
cold butter, platters heavy with sliced fruit, dainty individual 
pitchers of milk one must use only one’s thumb and forefin-
ger to lift, pots of honey, teapots full of steaming tea, bowls 
of boiled eggs, thin cuts of ham and chicken. The girls wake 
stretching lithely, have their morning dance around the 
Maiden Tree, and yawn and seat themselves to breakfast. 

The girl—or the Girl, as that is how she thinks of herself 

I 
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—woke up one day to find herself in Our Maiden. She resist-
ed asking questions and began living in the way she saw the 
other girls living. The Girl watches. The Girl, when she picks 
fruit, sometimes snaps branches. 
 

 
 
SHE DOES NOT KNOW when the animals began speaking 
to her. She wonders why they chose her to speak to. Perhaps 
they had always spoken, and no other girl bothered to listen. 

“They burn. They are hot,” a rabbit says, a tureen of 
tomato soup spilling rivulets onto its back. “In pain.” 

The Girl gazes down at the rabbit. “It burns,” she says. 
“It is hot. I am in pain. Say it correctly.” 

The rabbit, entranced, only stares at her with shining 
eyes. 
 

 
 
THE GIRL CANNOT REMEMBER her past, her life be-
fore Our Maiden. She walks through the grove eating, agitat-
ing her jaw and mashing the fruit with insistent teeth, but for 
all her ambling she cannot get to the point where Memory 
lies. This she knows: her name has not always been the Girl. 
The other girls here are strangers to her. She does not belong 
in Our Maiden. 

The more she walks and the closer she gets, the farther 
away the truth seems. The more she eats, the more she 
hungers. The more she treads the same paths, picking the 
same fruit, the more a dull unease gathers at the bottom of 
her stomach. She cannot remember, and because she cannot 
remember, she cannot hope to return, or escape, whichever 
might be the case. The thought enters her head: do I want to 
return, or do I want to escape? 

At night, trying to sleep under the confusion of unfamil-
iar constellations—what strange stars; some of them almost 
look drawn, perfectly six-pointed—the Girl mulls this binary 
in her mind, wanting it to spit out an answer, wanting in 
vain, lost. Under the stars, sleeping beside the other warmly 
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slumbering girls, she wants to thrash them awake, ask them 
if they know who they used to be. 
 

 
 
THE OTHER GIRLS are lovely beyond measure. Their 
flaws—a splash of freckles, an up-tilted nose, a wide crooked 
smile—add to their loveliness. They are languid, open. Their 
bodies are of their surroundings. When they move, they have 
no concept of restriction. The Girl can see this in the way 
they laugh. 

The Girl, in contrast, is always tense as a drawn string. 
She is contracted muscle. Her movements are jerky. Her 
laughs are half-formed creatures expelled with great force 
from a trembling mouth. Because there are no mirrors, save 
for the silver of pitchers and tureens, the Girl cannot know if 
she is lovely. In a spoon, she can only see an upside-down 
face whose proportions continuously shift. 

Another thing the Girl wonders: How does she know the 
other girls are lovely? The place where she comes from—
what does loveliness mean there? Apparently it means: 
smooth skin, slender builds, an abundance of hair. Dimly the 
Girl remembers loveliness being defined as the quality of 
being pleasing to look at. She remembers thinking this was 
nonsense. And still, here, in this world, it is nonsense: She is 
not pleased at all looking at the other girls. Yet, she knows 
they are lovely beyond measure. 
 

 
 
THE ANIMALS—are they lovely? The Girl ponders this as 
she watches them prepare the midday meal. In the soot-
blackened hollow of a massive oak, they scramble over 
stoves and struggle with knives bigger than themselves, dash 
in and out of ovens pulling out loaves of bread and golden 
turkey. Their fur is singed. There are scars on their tiny 
hands. Their eyes are fever-bright with panic. 

“Always hurry,” a squirrel pauses in slicing turkey to tell 
her. “They always hungry. Always food make.” 
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“Now listen here,” the Girl says. “If you’re going to 

complain, you need to do it correctly. ‘There is always a hur-
ry. They are always hungry. We are always making food.’” 

The animals do not respond. 
“Hey, look here,” the Girl says. “Why don’t you do 

something to make them not want to eat all the time? Why 
don’t you do something to the food?” 

The animals stop and look at her. 
“This is just a suggestion,” the Girl says, “but why don’t 

you, for example, rub the turkey in dirt? Or excrement? 
Make it disgusting. Then they’ll never want to eat turkey 
again.” 

“They won’t like it.” 
“That’s the point. What are they going to do? Beat you?” 
The animals look at each other. Then they resume cook-

ing. 
The Girl leaves. The animals—are they lovely? It does 

not please her to see them. If it does not please her, what 
does she feel instead? Anger, she supposes. When she sees 
the other girls, and when she sees the animals, she is angry. 
 

 
 
WHY IS SHE ANGRY? The Girl seats herself next to a girl 
whose most prominent feature is her wide smile, a perfect, 
white half-oval, two rows of white-picket fence on display 
between the pink parted curtains of her full lips. The Girl 
looks at the girl, observes how she is utterly nonplussed at 
being observed, as if she expects people to look at her, to 
enjoy looking at her, as if she expects the gaze’s deconstruc-
tion of her face into the parts that make up her loveliness. As 
if she expects and even welcomes dismemberment. The Girl 
slides her gaze over the girl’s glowing complexion, her un-
abashed smile, the easy mobility of her mouth as she talks. 
Why is the Girl angered by all this? 

Is it so easy a thing as jealousy? The Girl takes the top 
slice of bread off her sandwich and sniffs the turkey before 
taking a bite. But then—jealousy of what? Since the Girl has 
seamlessly entered into the life of Our Maiden, provoking no 
puzzled glances, it is safe to assume she is just as lovely as 
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the other girls. In other words, her appearance is likely not 
significantly different from the other girls’. To be jealous of 
the other girls’ loveliness, then, makes no sense. 

Perhaps it is jealousy of their ease. The Girl cannot un-
derstand their ease. The world she came from, the Girl 
surmised, was not one that rewarded ease. Her anger, she 
reasoned, could be explained by this. 
 

 
 

THE GIRL’S SKIN is flaking off. In long, white strips 
streaked with red capillary leakage, it is flaking off, and she 
cannot help but pull the strips, yank them off with grunts. 
She wants it to go faster, this falling apart. She wants the job 
to be done. If she is going to become nothing, she might as 
well become it as soon as possible. She might as well unravel 
with one quick pull—voila, the Girl is now nothing, not even 
void. 

But it is not so simple. The flaking slows. When the Girl 
reaches up to pull an apple, she notices on her forearm a hint 
of green. Shiny. No, metallic. Forgoing the apple, the Girl 
holds her forearm in one clutching hand, brings it close to 
her meticulous gaze. Yes, of course, a single sharp scallop: 
emerald, if one turns it this way, verdigris, and tilt it another 
slight five degrees, vermillion. Holding it still, the color rip-
ples. Tap tap. No knife could stab through this, no hammer 
dent it. 

“Lovely!” 
 

 
 

GEORGE WAS HIS NAME. George was his fucking 
name. And what was her name? The one with the girdle. Our 
little princess. 

Sabra. Selene. Stacy. Cleo. Catherine. Patty. Evangeline. 
“I am going to kill them,” the Girl says, tossing on her 

pile of grass. “I am going to tear them apart limb by limb. I 
am going to eat them alive and spit out their bones. Not even 
their own mothers will recognize them; that’s how much I’m 
going to fuck them up.” 
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In the morning, she can barely eat. Her mouth aches. 

Her stomach aches. The space between her shoulders aches. 
Her fingers and toes—are they getting longer? Is she getting 
taller, or are the other girls shrinking? There they are, singing 
again. Her ears ache at the happy sound. 
 

 
 
THE GIRL IS NO LONGER like the other girls. There is 
no ignoring this fact now. She wanders the grove snatching 
fruit and leaves into her snapping jaws, her head bobbing at 
the end of her sinuous neck. Continuously, grunts and mewls 
crawl from somewhere inside her belly and out her convuls-
ing throat, from which emits a stench like rotten eggs. 

And so the other girls choose to ignore her altogether. 
They do not set a place for her at the table. They do not clasp 
her hands when it is time to dance around the Maiden Tree. 
Their gazes, when they chance to fall upon her, skip past like 
a rock skimmed expertly over water. 

She is nothing, not even a void. 
 

 
 
THE ANIMALS DO NOT BEG for their lives when she 
eats them. It is all too easy, like picking fruit. Still, crunching 
them between her teeth is unspeakably satisfying. The hot 
gush of blood filling her mouth, the flavorsome copper of it. 
The stubborn toughness of the meat. Even the fur that sticks 
between the teeth that must be picked out with the greatest 
delicacy using a single claw, the one that curves scythe-like 
from her pinkie—what a treat of sensation it is! Yet there is 
something missing, isn’t there? Belching long and deep, the 
Girl considers. 

There is no more fooling—She is not one of them 
anymore. She is a different species entirely, quite literally. 
Ostensibly, she should have vanished from Our Maiden by 
now. Yet, she is still here. Can the Girl still call herself the 
Girl? But what else can she call herself? Her true name, still, 
eludes her. 
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Her sleep these days is populated with flames and wails. 

She is approaching contentment. 
 

 
 
THE ANIMALS ARE DWINDLING. The meals suffer in 
quality. One of the girls, at last, voices concern. 

While the Girl sleeps, they gather around her. They 
stand in a ring as they do around the Maiden Tree, a pulsing 
ring sealed by hands. 

“Wake her,” one girl whispers. 
“Then what?” another girl says. 
“Then tell her she has to leave,” says another. 
An eye shutters open, a bowling-ball-sized globe resem-

bling polished opal. A long intake of breath. The head raises. 
“What are you doing?” the Girl says. 

Glances all around. 
One girl shrugs. “We need to ask you to go away,” she 

says. “You see, you don’t really belong here anymore. I 
mean, look at yourself. Look at us. We’re sure you’ll under-
stand.” 

“You need me,” the Girl screams. “You need me,” she 
roars. Fire bellows out her throat and mushrooms before her 
lengthening face. 

The girls scatter before her. Pleasingly, they squeal. One 
girl’s hem catches fire; the flame crawls quickly to claim her 
entire dress. It goes up in ashes, and the girl in all her 
nakedness is revealed. 

This was their purpose all along, the Girl reflects, the 
function for which they were crafted. Their loveliness was 
not true loveliness in repose, but only in terror, only in ruin. 
 

 
 
IS THE GIRL ANY LONGER a girl? No, she has changed. 
She is something else entirely. She is something with no 
name at all, a thing of metal, a thing of flame. Impenetrable, 
she opens her mouth and roars. She opens her mouth and 
devours. 
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Then—a flash of light. A form covered in silver. Her 

own image reflected in it. How lovely she is! 
 

 
 
THE GIRL WAKES. If she could move, she would. The 
maidens are all around her. 

“Good night,” they sing. “Sleep tight.” 
Count them like sheep. Britney. Christine. Marianne. 
Her own image in them. Their image in her. Her scales 

reflecting the silver reflecting her eyes. 
“Don’t let the bedbugs bite.” 
They are closing in. They are covering her. There she is 

—What is her name? The Girl is no longer a girl. She is no 
longer nothing. She is no longer a void. She is something else 
entirely. She will give herself her own name, a name of her 
own invention. She is lovely beyond measure. They adore 
her. 
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