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Baby I'm Sorry

By: Amanda Cok

It was a cold winter night, my bright pink bedroom was serene. A newly changed light bulb shone bright. 1 contemplated my life under the
gaze of the desktop lamp. Life appeared to be complete for the first time in vears. T basked in the solitude and privacy of her room. Content
with life T had created for myself. I'd quit my job at the movie theater, and was doing well in school. Nothing could ruin it. Those dark days of
my past ceased to haunt me, laying dimly in the shadows of her mind. The simplicity of life without vices brought great comfort. Mo loager lay
the worries of failure in my wake, replaced by a peace of mind. Suddenly a phone call disturbs me from my reveries, bringing me back to the
troubles of my past. It's him, ic's Kenny. He said he'd be over in 20 minutes.

I dropped my phone and ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth, shower. and shave. Two hours later, still no call. At that moment T had a
sinking feeling at the pit of my stomach. [ should just call and cancel T thought. My mom was cooking pork chops for dinner and 1 was happy
at home. [ rushed downstairs to prepare myself a plate of rice and pork chops. 1 scarfed it down hurriedly, afraid he'd call and tell me he was
here. Stll no call_.

I grabbed my phone to text him and cancel our plans but right then he texted me, *T'm coming.”

My inner intuition screamed don’t go, don’t go. | ignored my inner voices and sat at my desk waiting for him nervously.
My phone vibrated and his text reads, *I'm here.”

I vext back, "Okay coming.”

I tushed downstairs to the foyer and slipped on my shoes.

I looked at my mom and told her, *T'm going out.”

I guess a part of me hoped she'd stop me, but no such luck. I'm all primped up and T smell geeat but [ don't feel great—a ball of nervousness is
churning in my stomach. T still have that sinking feeling that something isn't quite right. T shit the metal door behind me and locked it T walk
down a couple of steps and travel down the driveway, spotting a white car across the street. The cold wind chills my damp hair, as T clutch my
black purse and duck my head against the cold aie. The wind ruffles through my buttoned long sleeved deess shirt. I should have worn a jacket.
[ walked out into the night and crossed the street getting into his new white BMW sedan.

Trving to sound cheerful and appear calm, T open the passenger seat and get in saving, "Hey what's up?”
Kenny replies, "Hey I can't believe 1 still remember how to get to vour house.”

The car is filled with the scent of cigarette smoke. As always, the familiar seent is comforting.

I say, "Yeah, you have the same car but instead of black it's white”

T always pretend not to know about cars when T'm with him 3o he doesn't think I'm interested in him for his car. In fact T love cars and 1 look
at all kinds of cars online, dreaming of one day owning one. In my mind [ feel stupid for making such a cormment but honestly T don’t know
what else to say.

He says, "The other one 1 had was a Benz. This one’s a BMW.”
I play dumb and say, "Oh." Suddenly T feel really small.
“What do you wanna do?” he says.

*T don't know. Want o go smoke hookah?”

“Mah [ don’t like that shit. It's pointless to smoke it when it doesn't do anvthing. T was
thinking of going to the movies.”

He's a habitual pot smoker and I'd often sit at the base of the shower while he smoked weed on the toilet. T used to srmoke with him at some
point, and he'd even tell me to ask my friends if they'd be interested in buying from him. Things were different now - he no longer sold weed,
and I no longer smoked with him.

*Okay!™ __but it's too late’

Suddenly 1 feel a huge sense of disappointment. Kenny always savs the things [ want to hear, just to shut me down. I'm not surprised by it but [
can’t help feeling disappointed. I'm worried that he may take me to his house. We'd have sex and he'd drop me home, but he doesn't drive o
his parent’s house. We are currently in Queens, New York. We drive from Bayside down towards Northern and still haven't decided what to do.
The streets are empty, and the night is quiet. All the stores as we drive down the strip of stores along Bell Blvd towards Northeen Blvd. The
neon signs illuminate the streets, along with the street lamps. [ watch as the green lights switch from vellow to red. He told me he was late
because he had an argument with his parents, but obviously T didn't believe that. We drive in silence and that's when the thoughts begin to
consume me. His girlfriend is probably at his house and he probably had an argument with her and she didn't want him o leave. All these
wears he's never had an argument with his parents. They always let him do what he wants..

The mere thought makes me nauseous and disgusted, and [ am greatly disappointed in myself. More than anvthing [ just want to be horme and
not have to be stuck in this situation. As we reach Main Street he tells me about how he has broken up with his girlfriend because she cheated
on him with her ex-boyfriend. Not caring about my own dignity, [ am actually sympathetic towards him. Behind my head I'm leaning against
an Asian cartoon pillow and I'm thinking his ex-girlfriend put it there - he has one too. It breaks my heart and constricts my throat thinking of
it. We drive down College Point arcund by the movie theater and Babies R Us. The stores are accompanied by a large parking lot. The area is
quite isolated, apart from two shopping centers.

The shopping center where the movie theater and Babies R’ us are located is large. A cross walk leads under a bridge and into a smaller
shopping center. Under the bridge pigeons rest above head, and weeds grown along the side. As vou walk under the bridge you can feel the
crunching of small rocks, and hear the chirping of crickets in the night. In the smaller shopping center are MeDonald's, Dunkin Donuts.
Chinese food, Smilez arcade, and vadous other stores. These building are much shorter, and are adjacent from a vintage 24hour bowling alley.
A bus stop can be found along the wall of the bowling alley, which takes you back to Northern Blvd. The sidewalks are occasionally cracked
and littered with used cups, cigarette filters, and other forms of trash. I've been here a million times with my ex-boyfriend Abdur who treated
me way better than Kenny ever did. T reminisce about how we used to stand in the cold. he'd hug me and tell me to put my arms inside his
jacket to keep me warm. For some reason it dawns on me that I'd rather be waiting for the bus with someone who cares about me, than in a
nice car with someone who could care less about me. Kenny pulls into the parking lot where Dunkin Donuts is - where Smilez arcade used to
be. [ think back to when Abdur used to take me to the arcade and ['d play Dance Dance Revolution.

I say, "What are we doing here?”
“Can you get me tea with malk?”
*Emall or large?”

“Tust get the small.”

Dunkin Donuts is closed and they're only serving people through a service window by the entrance. I'm about to protest about how cold it is,
but [ swallow my words and suck it up in order to please him. [ get out of the car as he hands me 510

He's not even going to give me $20. Cheap ass.
“Get whatever vou want.”

I'm thinking, great, tonight U'm selling myself for a £5 jced coffee. IUs 5o cold, T can haedly feel my hands as [ stand in line. No guy that cares
about you would ask vou to stand out in the cold. That's what dawns on me but 1 push the thought away. Quite frankly 1 am feeling so belittled
I don’t even have an appetite for an iced coffee or donut. A coffee doesn’'t nearly suffice for the way he has treated me in the past and how he's
treating me now...Finally T get his hot tea and my medium iced coffee and get in the car. I have no idea what to anticipate regarding our plans
tonight considering we can't go to his parent’s house, It can't be anything good...

I getin the passenger’s seat and say, "So what do we do now?
T hand him the tea and without a hint of emotion he says.
*Thanks."

“Drive around?”

“Why don't we stay here?”

*Too many people.”

Kenny beging to drive, eventually stopping on a dark deserted street. I'd be afraid if [ was with any other guy, but to a certain extent [ trust him.
He's never laid a hand on me and he’s never physically forced me to have sex. Anyway, he can't rape me because I'd willingly have sex with
hirm. except 'm not planning to tonight. My stomach is sick with guilt and [ just want to be home. T regret getting all prettied up to be parked
in a dark deserted street. He makes me feel worthless - as always. 1 8ip on my coffee because 1 don't know what else to do, and we make small
talk. We talk about school and 1 tell him | want to graduate medical school and become a psychiatrist one day.

Kenny replies by saving, "Cuite honestly you're a bit old for that. Most people who aim to be doctors start when they're 16 vou're already 22
You should be more realistic.”

I'm appalled by his statement but [ keep quict, considering I'm used to him blabbering on

about himself and acting condescendingly towards me. He tells me about the stresses of his job and how well he handles specific situations.
Then he talks about how his girlfriend probably won't graduate college anytime soon, because she just got back into college after working at
her parent’s restaurant.

In response [ say, "Girtlfriend?”
“Yeah, yeah. T mean ex-girlfriend.”
"Okay..”

In my heart T know he's still with his gidfriend and he is by no means single. The thought of that really hurts me to the core. All I'm thinking
about is not hooking up with him and getting my ass home. I'm quite content that he hasn't made a move because I don’t plan on having sex
with him. Quite suddenly he leans in and kisses me. All of the sudden I'm kissing him back and U'm quite turned on- force of habit. I'm kissing
hirm back and my mind is telling me just enjoy the moment and don’t overthink it. He grabs my hand and leads it to his erection. I'm

stroking him and he pushes my head down. T look ap at him and keep stroking hesitantly. T look into his eyes and shake my head.

*Come on please for me? Don't vou trist me?
Finally [ say. "Do yvou have a thing?”
“You mean a condom?”

He checks his wallet and doesn't find one. He pulls his pants on and says, “We can go buy one.” He starts the car and begins driving. We're by
Flushing Mall, and he's looking for a convenience store. He turns to e and says, "Can vou go in and buy it? I'll park here”

“No, I'm embarrassed.”
You're a grown woman. Anyway, it's just an Indian guy in there, don’t worry.”

For some reason my mind jumps to how my ex-boviriend was Bengali, and unlike him [ do care about the opinion of some Indian guy. Then 1
think about how he once told me that he would never date a black girl because they're too masculine, and the fact that he's only dated Asian
girls. 1 begin to despise him for that. [ start to remember how cruel he could be and how [ don't want to have sex with him at all.

Exasperated, he says, "Fine T'll go get it. Wait here.”

T wait in the car thinking about feeling pressured to have sex with him. No vou don’t have to. You are free to do whatever you want. Just say
na. But he'll be mad. T decide that UL just do it since T've been celibate for the last year or 0. In a twisted way I've been saving miyself for him.
Considering how terrible Pve felt having sex with others guys to spite him in the past, and regretting it once things between us were good
again. He comes back in the car and we drive back to the dark deserted street. Awkwardly we begin to kiss again. We struggle to get
comfortable but can’t find a good position.

Kenny asks, "Do vou want to go to the back seat?
Reluctantly in my last attempt to delay what is going to happen [ say, "Bat if's raining.”
He says, "Don't worry, it'll be quick. You won’t get wel.

"We both get out of our seats and head to the back seat. We start kissing again and 1 stroke
hirn until hes hard and slip on the condom. [ begin to give him head and T feel my retainer rip
the condom but [ keep going.

He says, "Take off your pants.”

[ struggle to take them off in the small confines of the back seat. We try to maneuver into
a position where we can have sex.

He says, "Do vou want to go on top?”
In an attempt to keep my good girl facade T say, *1 don't know how to.”

He turns me to my side and penetrates me from behind. It feels so good. T just lay there

and enjoy the moment. [ haven't had sex in so long. Why does it feel 3o good? Suddenly he

cjaculates and pulls out of me. T reach down and check myself. Why am [ so wet? 1 lift my fingers

and sniff. Oh no, the condom broke...He hands me a bunch of tissues and as I'm cleaning myself

off T hear him complaining about how it got on the seat. [ keep asking him to pass me more tissues. 1 figure if [ wipe well enough I'll lessen the
chance of getting pregnant. Eventually | feel like [ can’t clean anymaore s0 1 pull up my underwear and pants, close the zipper, and fasten

my belt. The familiar routine of fastening my pants is comforting. We both still have our shirts on because we didn't bother to take them off.
In this moment [ could care less if his car got divty. T considered how he told me his ex-giclfriend had cheated on him with her ex-bovfriend.
Once the heat of the moment faded, the reality, of our situation finally hit me. I am the other worman.

In a panic [ look at him and say, “What if 1 get pregnant? Do you have anything?”

“You won't get pregnant. Watch, in a month you'll get your period and stop bugging out. Plus I took this pill that prevents me from getting
girls pregnant.”

In my head U'm thinking bullshit. He doesn't know how well read 1 am on health forums, and Uve done my share of research on conteaception
and 5TDs. There is no birth control readily available to men yet. He always treats me like a naifve young girl who doesn’t know anything just
because he's 4 vears older than me. He's always advising about what [ need to do with my life. as if | needed his opinion.

s still raining as we get back into the front seat.
[ turn to him again and say, "Are you sure you don’t have anyvthing?”

*Neo 1 got checked & months ago. You always do this. [ took off work and [ got checked for everything. They even checked my lungs. [ was
pissed I had to skip work and lose that day's pay and spend so0 much money on the doctor. My mom was worried so she made me go.”

I've heard this spiel before and it didn't calm my nerves. T knew he was just telling me whatever 1 needed to hear so I'd shut up about it
*If you had something would you tell me?”

Yeah.”

“Are vou sure? Because some people have HIV and they still go sleeping with people.”

*I don't have HIV. Tf T was going to do that, don't vou think I'd do it to someone [ didn’t know? T wouldn't do that to someone [ know. You've
changed. You used to be more carefree and go out drinking with vour friends.”

*T've grown up.”
*T guess you're right.”

I began thinking, did he like me more when T was 147 Was [ more daring? Was 1 more
attractive? Did he like my skinny size O waist, or my pink Ecko Red? Or those sexy Apple Bottom jeans? [ looked down at my button up shirt
from Express and ripped jeans and wondered.

[ am quiet after that and just dwelled on my thoughts as we drove down Main Street back

o my parent’s house. It doesn’t help that I'm a total hypochondriac, and [ can tell I'm beginning to annoy him. [ can tell he's losing his
patience with me because he doesn’t like me as much as he used to. Thoughts about possibly being pregnant or contracting an incurable 5TD
haunt my mind.

Kenny goes, "Shit, [ forgot to pick up my brother. T was supposed to pick hirm up after he got out of a work party. Let me call him. Be quiet.”

My heart sinks when he tells me to be quiet. He doesn’t want his family to know about me_All of a sudden my self-esteem dwindles and 1
can’t believe he's doing this to me again. He's told me to be quiet a couple of years ago when he was on the phone with a former girlfriend. He
dials his brother from his car. His beother doesn’t answer, and he figures he took the bus. He lights a cigarette smokes while driving, [ never
liked that he smoked. 1 hate the smell of 2nd hand smoke but [ dealt with it because of how badly T wanted it to work between us. It's actually
one of the reasons [ decided to stop talking to him prior to tonight. We're driving down Noerthern and as we stop at a red light he opens the
door. T turn towards him and wonder what he's doing. He puts the condom extra in his wallet and discards the Trojan box. That's when the
thought dawns on me. he's hiding me from someone. He doesn’t want his girlfriend to know what he was doing tonight. At this point 1 highly
doubt they have broken up - and if they have it's been a recent break up.

In this moment T hate him so much, and [ feel like a cheap one night stand. He makes a turn at Northern and Bell, and we're getting close o
my house. He gives me some advice about driving and T pretend to be fascinated. He never stops in front of my house because he doesn’t want
my parents to see him. This guy is always keeping me a secret. Why do [ even waste my time with him? As if he hasn't made me feel worthless
enough. At this point, I'm actually extrernely mad at him but T turn and give him a hug goodbye. In my heart [ know this will be the last gme |
say goodbye to him, but U'm too angry to be sad about it T open the door and step out onto the patch of wet grass and onto the sidewalk. As I'm
walking away all I'm thinking about is that [ hope he waits for me to get in the house before he drives away. T think a part of me wants that to
happen so [ can say he still cares about me. Half way down the driveway [ hear him drive away. T start thinking about how on the night of my
cousin's birthday, she waited until T unlocked the door and then I turned around to say goodbye before driving away. That's what somebaody
who cares about vou would do. 1 walk into the house and lock the door. The house is dark, is asleep. For some odd reason [ look at myself in
the mireor o check if Tlook good. T feel even sorder for myself. 1s that how much I'm worth? That I'd care to ook good for a guy that treats me
like shit. Numbness consumes me to deal with the pain, sadness, and disappointment. All hope of mending things with Kenny are gone.
Subconsciously Tintended to hook up with him because [ shaved everywhere, including my privates. However [ told myself [ was going to
withhold sex from him. T just wanted him to remain in my life. We'd been together on and off for @ vears now. Turns out my subconscious was
right all along. Why did I choose to ignore it? It still boggles my mind.

So 1 take off my shoes and get ready for my regretful hookup rtual. Usually [ do this

when I come home drunk and I've hooked up with a complete stranger. This time it's with

someone very dear to my heart, who has become a stranger over the vears. T walk quietly up the stairs and put my unfinished iced coffee on my
wooden desk. T walk to the bathroom and shut the door. 1 strip off my clothes and get in the shower. [ begin to scrub off vigorously every arca
he kissed me. T want the smell of him gone. T start cleaning my privates, and insert my fingers into my vagina to clean it out with body wash in
order to prevent getting pregnant. When 1 finish 1 contemplate whether T should brush my teeth. Did [ want to wash away the remnants of his
last kiss? I put my hands on the sink and lean forward and to check myself in the mirror. T looked the same. [ decided to brush my teeth. [ do
s0 mechanically and rush to my room right after to get dressed. 1 try not to turn on the lights for too long to not wake my parents. I'vie hidden
drunken hook ups from them in the past.

Every night 1 kiss my build-a-bear Qoola good night but this time I refrain from ic My lips are dirty — [ gave Kenny a blowjob. T refuse to kiss
my innocent bear with those lips. Up until then T had changed my ways and turned to that bear as a reminder of my responsibility as an adult.
All those times [ had come home drunk and taken advantage of by a guy and U've cried while pretending to have the bear pet my head and tell
me i's okay. [ had quit drinking and promised to change my ways, and [ had not had sex with anybody. If 1 did in fact get pregnant hewould
definitely be the father. Years before that T wouldn't be so sure about my child's paternity. | prayed to God for miracles, and luckily 1 never got
pregnant from those drunken hook ups. Now 1 laid in bed and worried about getting a pregnancy test if 1 missed my period that month, and
hoping against everything that [ wasn't pregnant. The reality was that he wouldn't be there for me, and [ didn't want to make the call and tell
hien [ was pregnant. I'd be a total disgrace to my family. T come from a strict Roman Catholic Chinese family and extramarital pregnancies are
unaccepable.

Onee again | felt the emptiness of his departure, and [ wondered once again if he'd call me tomorrow, knowing full well that he wouldn't. |
knew this guy inside and out because | held on to every word, and every action I've ever experience with him.

I hugged my bear and said, “I'm sorry baby.”
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The Africa-Shaped Bruise

By: Codey Lembck

1: The Fatality of it All
I hold my mother's lifeless hand. There's this heaviness on my shoulder and there is less carbon dioxide in this hospital room than there
was a minute agoe. There's this cool breeze that smells like death. There aren't any windows in here. Why aren't there any windows in

here?

Sill gripping her hand, T stand up and kiss her gently, my tears leaving a lifetime of love in a puddle on her forehead. 1 lean my face next to
her ear, placing my check on hers.

“Morn, tell Grampa and Grannie [ say hi and leave a seat open for me until [ arive,” T whisper into her ear. 1 leave her hand dangling, and
start walking towards the door. Alveady forgetting what her voice sounds like, [ pause at the doorway. 1 turn around and take one last
glimpse of the emotionless eggshell walls, the still creaking chair, her lifeless lips, and my face is wet

Numb, [ stroll through the hospital's vast, seemingly never-ending hallways. [ walk by two grieving young parents. The yvoung thirty-
something woman is grasping her husband's arm and her eves have amounts of pain way behind her years. Her husband is motionless,
unaffected by his lover's tears, grasps and screams. He is inside of himself trying to keep all the sorrow from slipping out. Trying to stay
strong. But he is broken.

Twalk past an open door and inside is a birthing in progress. The mother is shrieking in pain, vet the pain is absolutely stunning. She
clutches onto the father's arm and his face is all terror. He isn't ready. He reminds me of my father. 1 hear an innocent little sheoek of the
wet first breaths of a child. 1 think the father pisses himself. And the mother smiles and it is uncomfortably reminiscent of my mother's

and my face is still wet.

Sl lirping towards the entrance, the electronic sliding doors open for a ruggded looking brunette man wearing a flannel and a “Kiss the
Cook” apron. He has a crimson-stained towel over one hand and a tip of his finger in another.

Yeah. I'm a pretty shitty cook,” he says as he flips his finger into the air and catches it like a coin. 1 laugh for the first time of the day and
my face is still wet.

Walking into the sun's all-knowing rays, the Earth starts spinning slightly slower. Sitting down on the dry, heated carb, T put up a stone
exterior. Inside though, I'm shattered. There is a black hole in my chest, turning my organs into dark matter. A flashback to mom tenderly
teaching my eager little seven year old hands how to strike a chord on the grand piano in grandma’s old house. There is a fuse slowly
burning the string connected to the dynamite in my stomach. Mom weeping on the last step of our stairway leoking at father's skin
scrapings mixed with the blood drpping frorm my broken nose. There is a house on each of my shoulders and my collarbone is cracking
from the pressure. Standing on Jefferson Middle School's stage, seeing mom's glistening smile pierce through all the other happiness.
There is torment wrinkled throughout everything inside. Then mom's diagnosis, her fate-accepting frown, my walls slowly creaking:
cracking.

A green pick-up truck rolls up, and parks steps away from me. A older man with thin hair, a chiseled jaw, and eves older than his years
closes the truck door behind him. He looks at me. 1 stare back at hirn. He glances away, not prepared to face what my stare means. He sits
cauticusly next to me, as if he is afraid that the curb will suffocate him. 1 see sweat drip down his face. Maybe they're his tears. Maybe they
are regrets. He finally readies himself, and looks into my grief-ridden eyes.

“She's gone, isn't she?” he says, unmistakeably trying to remain calm.

“Fes"

The word bites my heart.

“Oh. Johnny. Oh, God. Oh, Jaime,”

Her name lingers over both of our heads.

*Dad-~

It's first time I've called him that in what feels like centuries.

We crumble into the gravel of the curb; a mixture of rain, blood, mistakes and grief. A young nurse walking past us on her way to work

pauses, crouches down, kisses both of our foreheads, and whispers,
“May God ease your hell.”

2: A Child's Embarrassment

oh shoot my pants are wet. iU's soaking through everyone will know dad will be so mad at me i don't want to let him down, ahhh man it
smells so bad, i'm gonna be the laughing stock of my own party, § wish my body would lemme know when i have to pee and would actually
let me hold it in, i don't want dad to scold and hit me again, it's my birthday this is the worse i'm supposed to be glad i'm turning five and all
i have now is wet reptar underwear, man these are my favorite underwear too i gotta hide from dad he is scary when he is embarrassed of
me and my many failures

thank god it's mormmy, she leads me to the bathroom with its nurturing blue walls i feel bad imposing on the warmness of the room with
my pee-smelling reptar underwear, “it]l be aleight my little munchkin pumpkin johnathan” and she kisses my forehead, i love her Kisses
they are just the right warmth and softness and the world seems o stop spinning and my heart smiles (hearts smile, right? if they don't,
they should) she tells me not to worry she'll sneak into my room and get me new bottoms and no one will ever know

as i await for my hero's retuen, i grab the step stool and climb up 50 i can use the sink, i try to wash away all the redness in my face from all
the pee-tragedy tears, | notice in the mirror these small brownish eeddish dots all over my cheeks, i've seen them before on my mom's
cheeks in pictures where she wasn't a mother and i wasn't real yet, and the fact that i have them now too makes me so proud and i'm
bBeaming in the mirrer when she walks back in with my favorite pair of pants, they are these tye-dye pants 1 made in school cause | was too
cool for tye-dve shirts 1 wanted tye-dye pants, i change quickly and my mom tells me a secret "vour daddy wet the bed until he was thirteen
50 don't be embarrassed, vou're just like your father™ | don't want to be like him though i think and hope i don't say out loud

“don't ever tell him i told you that”

all dry and proud i blow out my candles and everyone claps for me, 1 feel like the king of the world, at least until the next time 1 remind
daddy i'm just like him

3: Zombie Runs

The coffee maker starts hissing. A bitter smell runs through the house. [ tey to get out of bed, but there is an elephant of grief on my chest,
50 1 just roll off to the side, hit the floor brick-style and hope that the elephant didn't follow me down. 1 get up, try to find my Converge shirt
bt it is invisible under all the clothes {both dirty and clean; mixed together for some reason), random sheets of torn-up bullshit poetry,
empty bottles of any liguid, and everything is a mess. Mom's gone, and everything's a mess.

I'walk into the kitchen, nearly slip on something wet. The smell of oranges and peaches is overwhelming the coffee smell. Did my father
clean something in this house? He has never done that before. T grab the fresh pot of coffee and pour it into my favorite mug: one with a
picture of mom and me deessed up in alligator-in-suit costurnes, me making an ass of myself. her genuinely giggling. My father looks at the
cup. focuses in on the picture. He smiles, then frowns, eyes water, hands loosen, neck loses posture and [ think 1 see yet another bag grow
under his eyes. | take a sip.

I didn't know you drank vour coffee black?”™ he questions.

Tdon't. Tusually add at least seventeen bags of sugar and several eream shots. Mom used to always make fun of me for it But right now [
want everything to cause me some sort of pain; even if it is just a really bitter taste.

"You wouldn't know father, because vou haven't been here for the last couple of years.”

Another bag grows under his eye.

“1 deserve that.”

A sense of guilt shoots up my nerves.

“I wish you'd call me Dad,” he begs.

T ignore his last remark, and leave for school. The thought that morm won't see me graduate hits the back of my skull like a bullhom.
T'walk onto the bus and evervone averts their eves. 1 sit next to Colin in the back. He looks at me through his glasses, and his mustache
moves into a smile, but it looks fake. Like he expects that a goofy smile will kill all the awkwardness about the fact that he has a mother, yet
1 don't anymore. The bus feels cold. iey.

“50. how's it been with your dear old papa?” he asks sarcastically, already knowing the answer.

“Fuckingsucksalotofeock” spews out of my mouth.

My father decided it would be a smart idea for him to move into his old house that he abandoned a couple years ago. Everyone didn't want
mie left alone; or at least he savs. T guess teenagers who lose their mothers have a high-suicide rate? But the fact that he is living with me

makes me more suicidal than lesing mom.

“So yesterday [ was watching some really great pormn.” Colin savs giggling, trying to change the subject, "and [ was kinda stroking it you
know how it goes.”

I don't really know "how it goes” as [ haven't even be able to think about anything sexual for the last couple of months, not even exposed
ankles gets anyvthing going.

“And this girl, super fake ass boobies, but hey boobies are boobies vou know? is really digging it and all of sudden she goes 'T'm gonna cum
like a beluga whale' and 1 lose all sense of my erection and just start dying.”

He starts laughing hysterically loud, and people start turning around, looking at us with confused glares. There is a girl next to us, who
probably heard the whole thing, and she looks absolutely disgusted. She rolls her eyes like an avalanche and her facial expression just reads

fucking boys'. My expression hasn't changed since [ got on the bus. Colin, not laughing now but blushing, gives me a disappointed stare.
“Man, you used to love masturbation jokes.”

4: One of Many Apocalypses

“BOY YOU DONE FUCKED UP THIS TIME” i'm running for a corner a locked door escape comfort mommy, his feet sound like mountains
moving, he runs his hand across the hallway and it doesn't make that screeching nails on chalkboard noise but i can feel it in my bones, i've
decided that behind a curtain is a significant hiding place one i haven't tried the other numerous times maybe | won't be left with bruises
and scars all i did was forget to take off my muddy shoes, mommy pleads, there is a small stain on the carpet, he acts as if i defaced an
angel, i'm holding my breath hoping i'll be able to breathe after the beating or maybe hoping my breathing will stop, mommy begs, the
curtain is ripped away and i'm out in the wild of father's storm. lashsmackslappunch, blood staing my hand the carpet the house, mommy
weeps, "YOU FUCKING 5TAIN THE CARPET I PAID FOR WITH YOUR MUDDY SHOES” kicksknees "I WORK MY ASS OFF AT THE STEEL
MILL TO COME HOME TO MY CARPET SHITTED ON BY YOUR FEET" the horrid familiar sound of his belt being undone "STOP IT
DANNY YOU ARE DRUNK" arms reddened by leather "SHUT THE FUCK UP JAIME" i think he laughs? “NOW YOU GONE AND MADE
POOR MOMMY UPSET YOU ABOMINATION" i don't know what abomination means but the word stings. i shut off completely and
imaginge eating oreos in the sun, but the cream is red and it haunts me

5: The Cracking of a Boulder

I'm awakened from an after-school nap by a crashing. My surroundings still blurry from sleep, [ get up. pause the Swans playing through
my speakers, which previously had filled my room with weirdness and gave my sleep strange fantasies instead of reliving continuous
nightmares once again. My breath still smells like weed, unsurprisingly so do my room and clothes. My mouth is dry and T hope wherever
the crashing came from, there is water there also. Or a Sprite. | fucking love my Sprites. Also a lot of cookies. Giggling to myself, | open my
door very slowly so as to not alert anyone I'm coming out of my deeg-hazed room. T rell myself over and over to be quiet walking down the
hallway and stairs, but [ feel like I'm a bull in a china shop, or a hippo in a glass factory to be less cliché,

“Fuck Jaime, I'm sorry. 30 goddamnned sorry,” whispers my dad, masked by sobs.

CRACK.

I turn the cormer into the kitchen. The flower vase is in multiple pieces on the floor, making a barrier of glass knives around my father.
There is a hole in the wall adjacent from him, with a steel-toed boot underneath.

1 caused this, vour death is on my hands,” and he wants to say more, mayvbe apologize for all the hurt he caused her, ask God for
forgiveness of his sins, maybe apologize to me (who am [ kidding?), but his adam’s apple is caught in his throat and he just wails. [Us the
sound of a hyena killing a wildebeest. The air is ice-filled.

1 start to pick up the shattered glass all around him. Finally realizing my presence, he jumps, brushes my arm. A piece of glass cuts through
iy skin. a yelp, and blood drips to the tile floor. We both look at the crimson splotch and it brings back ghost memaories and [ feel like the
house is suffocating me. He face is plastered with regret. the first time I've ever seen this. He stares at me, and [ feel sympathy from him
{maybe me?).

“Dh Johnny, I'm so- I'm sory- I'm a mess and everything 've-" and his throat closes again, He stands up and truly hugs me for the first
time. Tdon't know how to react. Do | hug him back? Can [ forgive him for all the hurt engrained in the walls of this house? Do [ pull away
and scold, just like he used to do to me? [ don't know.

T don't know.

S0, I stand there, limp, motionless, and focus in on the rip in the curtain.

6: A Plea for The Unimaginable

“why do vou let him do this?”

“i don't let him- pumpkin i hate it as much as you”

“vou can't hate it as much as me, cause you aren't the one being hit and spat at”

“vou think you are the only one in torture? have you seen my arms? my back?”

she lifts up her shirt and an africa-shaped bruise is stitched intoe her back

“mom-"

“you think i want this? you think i wouldn't love for this to stop happening?”

“mom- i'm sor--"

“no don't yvou fucking apologize, not to me”

i can't stop wondering what in our house is africa-shaped

“morm. do you love him?”

“ves, no, | don't know, i used to, he was never like this, he was gentle, he was warm”
*gentle? you gotta be fucking kidding me”

“hey watch vour fucking tongue”

i curse my loose tongue

“and son, munchkin, he was gentle with you, he used wo play peek-a-boo”

“i don't believe it

“he did, son”

“he doesn't love me, no one that cruel can love”

maom eyes send a water drop down her cheek

“he loves you son, he just-”

“he just what? shows his love by leaving scars. bruises, and hatred everywhere on us?”
“somn, he works thirteen hours a day, and it's hard-work, little pay, he supports us”

“go that gives him the fucking dght to hurt his most beloved? he should man-the-fuck-up”
she is weeping too much to correct my language

“mom. i'm sorry, 'l stop, 'l shut up”

“he used to take me on really romantic dates, one time he rented an entire boat, learned how to pilot it, brought me out to the middle of the
lake, pulled the chair out, cooked me an entire feast, told me i was everything he needed, | was gorgeous, | was the one, told me we should

have a kid. have you, and you turned out wonderful, and he caressed me and danced under the moon and it all sounds so cheesy looking
back on it and i wish he would stop drinking”

T: Reconnections

“Dad.” the name still sounds odd coming out of my mouth, "it's okay. [ understand, she left a huge emptiness and it's hard to fill the void
with anything but violence and tears,” and [ finally hug him back. His body just crumbles at my touch and T have to hold him up. He is
freezing. Our faces are both wet.

“Son, Johnny, U'm so sorry for everything T did to her. To youw. T just didn't—" he starts to cry unconteollably (1 think [ am too?).

“Dad, it’s alrg--"

“Moit's fucking not alright. Twas an asshole. [ am an asshole. Your blood, her blood-" he pauses and tries to reassemble the broken jigsaw
puzzle inside of him, *I've stained this whole house with my ungodly presence. [ hated my job. 1 hated myself. I still do. 1 should be dead
for the things I've done to you, my family,”

“Dad. stop. Don't say that. You kept us fed and sheltered.”

“That doesn't mean anything if it caused me o lose both of you.”

He did lose us. He left us. One day, he just never came home. He forced mom into a waitress job she hated. Men grabbed her ass, verbally
assaulted her. She came home crving most nights. She went into outrageous debt trving to pay off the house. She was too proud to lose it
It wis her home, more than it was my father’s. She left her hugs in the blankets, beds, couches. He left wars in everything else.

“Why did vou leave?”

He can't stand to look me in my eves. He is looking at the floor, a small pond around his toes.

“Why did 1 leave? Because | hated myself. 1 tore everything apart. One night [ came home, whipped you with my belt for some inane
reason, and came into bed and tried to kiss her. She kicked and slapped me out of bed. She told me my touch made her shudder, and that
she didn't love me anymore. | punched her for the umpteenth time. 1 slept on the couch. When 1 looked in the mireor the next day, T didn'e
recognize myself. There was evil in the corners of my mouth, in my pupils and T hated myself. 1 had to get away. You guys were better
without me.”

“She tried to kill herself the third night vou were gone.”

“NONoONONONONonononn”

His entire face sinks and melts into an emotional wreck. He is kneeling now. He resembles a broken ventriloguist doll.

“Why'd vou never visit her in the hospital?”

He is shaking non-stop. The entire kitchen feels like it is shaking. For five minutes the only noise is his wails.

“How could 17 [ caused her illness. My beatings, stress, my lack of affection killed her. I'rn a murderer Johnathan, a murderer.”

“Cancer Killed her, D-"

Mo, 1 did. She knows, T know, God knows, vou know.”

“She loved you.”

“And [ murdered her.”

“Dad, 1 EL}rgj'L'E youe"

As the words leave my mouth, they seem flat, hollow, like T want to mean it but T don't. There is a still scar visible on my chest and it cuts to
the ribcage.

“1 love you,” even more hollowness.
He is now just a puddle.
“Help me be better, Johnny.™

1 lift hirm up. We walk to the couch, sit down and [ try to view him as a widow, a person who lost somecne dear. But there is that African-
shaped scar on all of us, and I don't know how to make it disappear.

8: Epilogue

the hospital room is warm and comforting and there are tubes in and out of my mom and she sall calls me munchkin purnpkin and i still
love it and i hope Death lets go of her and i wish the hospital's walls weren't s0 dull with their emotionless broken eggshells, and 1 wish it
didn't smell like a funeral because she is still alive

“hey pumpkin munchkin can you promise me something?”

at thiz moment i'd do anything for her

“forgive him, forgive Dad”

“okay” i say even if i don't really mean it, he hasn't visited her, he hasn't done anything for her

“please”

“okay mom”

she smiles her smile and i feel like this is the last time 1'11 be warm again
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The Can

By: Vanessa Jasek

Her pale blonde hair reflected glowing pink from the neon sign that read, “Funk's Flowers” in the front window. She carefully pulled one
side behind her ear as she swept the floor. Tt was $:30AM. Most girls her age were sleeping soundly in their beds, likely sleeping in that
day; after all, it was Saturday. Bul. Jessica Waolf was not most girls. She was Bob Funk's Step-Daughter, and with that came a certain
amount of responsibility.

Bob woke Jessica up about half an hour earlier, having just returned from a night of bar hopping with the good ole neighborhood boys.
"Get up!” he yelled from her bedroom door. She knew better than to let out a groan of protest

“T'll be right there,” Jessica whispered, trving not to wake her baby sister with whom she shared a bedroom. Bob was satisfied with that,
and wandered off, back towards the shop that was built as an addition to the back of their large home. She silently wished to herself
that he would just pass out soon, leave her be.

She swept in silence for a period of time, bending down with the rickety old dustpan, though they could certainly afford a nicer one. Bob
Funk was the kind of man who bought round after round at the bar, vet would not part with pennies for a new dustpan.

"Don't yvou be thinkin' you're finished here Missy, jus’ the sweepin' is done,” his speech still slightly slurred. "I'm teachin® you a valuable
lesson, vou know, hard work!” Jessica stopped to look at Bob, something she did cautiously, as she emptied out the last of the shop's
dust bunmnies.

"T understand,” she whispored.
“Speak up!” he roared at her as she flinched and took a step back.

I understand,” Jessica spoke loud encugh for him to hear, but not loud enough to be construed as raising her voice at him. She knew
this dance, and she knew it well.

"You don't understand nothin',” he shouted at her.

“I'm sorry.” She tried to use a neutral tone knowing this would go down one of two ways, and she just wanted to get through it. Soon, her
mom and siblings would be awake. She would not be alone with hirm; alone when it is still dark outside and vour fears are creeping up
the back of your neck. Tt was 4:43AM.

“You're sorry all right. Sorty just like your Mother. Scurrying about like the rats in the corneribs. Vermin, Both of ya!”™ Bob sneered, as
Jessica quickly came to realize which one of the two ways this had gone, and not to her favor.,

“What would you like me to do next, Bob?” Jessica asked, looking at hir carefully. She knew to make eye contact. He demanded it.

"Get some glass cleaner and clean all the glass cases.” Bob told her, rubbing his beard. When she was a little girl, she used to love to tug
on his beard. He would make loud 'Ouchie!” calls and she would fall into a fit of giggles.

Jessica went down Lo the cleaning closet and got some rags and the glass cleaner. She could hear Bob still grumbling at her, or rather,
about her. Either way, what did it matter? She felt a moment of brief anger. Why did things have to be this way? Why was he allowed to
be so mean and hateful cowards hee? She knew she needed to squash those thoughts back down in her skull unless she wanted serious
trouble, should Bob see the fire in her eyes. Tt was 4$:57AM.

Jessica started cleaning the glass and admired the colorful beauty of the many flowers in her Mom's shop. Just when it was almost
encugh to make her feel a bit better, the bloom of all the colors, the pinks, the oranges. the deep reds, Bob's voice came booming across
the shop, "You hear me, you little twit? Don't yvou ignore me! T will not be ignored.”

She shook as his voice boomed down upon her. She tried to soak ap all the colors before she shut her eyes. “I'm ok,” she whispered to
herself. He was there now, velling in her face; spit splashing on her fair skin. It all ran together, the-same-as-it-ever-was. Just as
suddenly as he came upon her, he loomed away. huffing and puffing. Before she could stop the words just came tumbling out.

“Why do vou hate me?” She asked. Not a whisper to be belittled, not too loud to be admonished, but just right. Just the way Bob had
taught her.

He stopped in his tracks. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, desperate to escape whatever was to come next. Time surely
stood still, frozen in the moment of right before something happens that you just can't take back, not ever in a lifetime.

She saw his hand reach for the can on the counter as if in slow motion and instinctively knew he was going to theow it at her. In that
split second she knew she didn't have time to run. She turned her head and tried to put up an arm as protection but it was a fruitless
effort. The heavy can hit the back of her skull with enough power to ricochet and shatter one of the glass doors on the flower cases. It
was S:12AM.

Jessica fell forward, into the wall, a ringing sound in her ears. Her hands went to her hair, feeling her skull. 30 much pain, it was just so
much pain. She felt a warm feeling and pulled her hands down. They were covered in bleod, both of them. running down her wrists and
she began Lo scream.

Bob left out the side door of the shop, but she could hear yelling, a woman's voice, *You're going to kill that giel, Bob, it just ain't tight!”
Bob's voice was there, but his words were muddled.

Suddenly, her Mother was there, frantic, dragging her away from the fower shop. a trail of blood following them to the upstairs
bathroom.

"Oh my God! Jessica, what has he done to you?” her Mother pleaded.

All she could do was sob. She was falling into a million little pieces. The blood, the pain, her Mom's screaming at her younger siblings
to go back to their rooms, no focus. It was evervthing and nothing all at once.

Her Mother held a washeloth over the gaping wound on her head, her pale blonde hair now a deep. dark crimson. Mother and daughter
sat in silence occasionally marred by a sniffle. or a hiccup from the silent sobs between thern. They both waited for the next thing. Tt
was 3:36AM

Soon, the sound of heavy work boots could be heard. storming through the flower shop and then the house. Her mother wiapped
around Jessica, ready to protect any further onslaught of vielence. Both women were shaking but were ready to fight if expecting how

this was going Lo go.

“I love vou, Momma,” Jessica whispered just as the bathroom door flew open and there stood Bob Funk, looking like a wild animal that
had just been let loose from its cage.

"How bad is it?” he demanded.
"So bad you damn near killed her, Bob. That's how bad it is!” her Mother spat at him.

He took a fow steps closer and his own eves grew big as saucers. There they were the theee of them. Just like that in the blood. the tears,
the pain, the fight, the abuse, the fear, the injustice for Jessica. Just like that.

Bob took a step towards Jessica, *Come on, Girl. 1 gotta take you to the damn hospital to get you stitched up.” Jessica recoiled and her
mother stepped between them.

"Don't vou dare touch her, Bob, you've done enough. [ will take her.” Bob began to raise hell when Jessica spoke up -

“I'm not going to the hospital with either of you.™ Her mother started to speak. but Jessica eut her off, *“No, Mom, how do we explain my
injury anyway? Oh, yes, ladies and gents, ‘Family-Man Bob Funk Abuses his Step Daughter, Went in for the Kill, and Nearly Missed!” Or,
how about this, '‘Charming Bob Funk hits and Scores in Flower Shop's Toss the Can Family Fun Night!™ Jessica could feel all of her

anger boiling up to the surface, the years of emotions, the years of hiding a secret that everybody in town knew was no damn secret.

Jessica Wolf had had enough. Tt was 6:12AM.
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The Greatest Show On Earth

By: Jasmine Griffin

He had never liked the circus. He was a sensible man by nature. Not one to be amused by such things. Or rather he had been sensible once
upon a time. Before the doctor had given him a death sentence.

The bench where he sat on the wooden bleachers was cramped. The air stifling. The smell of sweat, stale popeorn., and cotton candy
suffocating. The sound of chatter, laughing, and infants crying was jarring. Too many bodies. Too much noise. Too many odors. But it was
expected from the most visited carnival to ever surface since the nineteen twenties and into the thirties.

It had been twenty two vears since his bicth in the year nineteen eleven. In that ime medicine had not eome far enough for Marvin
Abrams's liking. Which was why he was forced to find an unorthodox means to cure his disease. He was tired. Fatigued. He had been at
this for davs. Weeks. There was little time to rest. But rest and survival could not always exist within the same plane.

He tugged the handkerchief from his pocket, using a clean corner to dab the sweat from his forehead. The leftover blood stains from his
catlier coughing were a reminder of how far his health had declined. Tuberculosis. Consumption. Whatever one wanted to call it, it was a
monster. A horrid slow killer that made Marvin wish he hadn't taken his healthy days for granted.

His brown eves cut o the side as the man beside him laughed uproariously at the painted clowns below. Idiots the whole lot, he thought.

He had always been one for solitude. A good book, a few smokes, silence. Those were the only companions that Marvin had ever needed.
Even now while he was dving he didn't regret his isolation, his introversion. Even if he had someone like a doctor to turn to they couldn’t
do anything. That was the reason why Marvin was under the big circus tent.

When modern medicine had failed him Marvin became desperate. He wanted to live, even if he was alone. Death was not an option; he
was too young There was too much o se, too much to do, and in his desperation Marvin’s sensibilities had gone out the window.

He had begun reading outside of his usual spectrum of fiction. Instead he read books, newspaper articles, religious pamphlets. Searching
for alternative forms of medicine was when his traveling began. Marvin had left his home in Ohio with nothing but a small brown suitcase
full of more books than anything, the clothes on his back, a pack of cigarettes, a pair of loafers, fifty dollars, and a wool newshoy cap.

He went to a faith healer in Virginia. A potbellied man with too loud of a voice that spewed spit when he spoke. That only left Marvin
splashed with "holy water” and a nasty bruise on his pale skin where the man had laid hands on him. He had had a coughing fit only two
hours after getting back o his motel.

Mext was the voodoo priestess in Louisiana. She was a creole woman of Haitian descent with a fire about her that Marvin admired. She was
all dark skin and bright colors. Her hair a tangled mess of dark curls as she cut off the head of a dove and smeared the blood over Marvin's
face. She murmured rather fervently in Haitian Creole for two hours in a trance like state. Nothing happened. She blamed Marvin's lack of
belief. "Voodoo is not for the skeptic,” she had told him.

The next stop was Illinois. He had gone to visit an acupuncturist in Chicago’s Chinatown. The man was a second generation immigrant
whose family had been merchants since the eighteen hundreds. While the man had not cured him, the treatments had bought him some
time. His health had improved some and he was sent off with a great variety of books on Chinese medicine. The only thing about the
experience thar Marvin had not liked was the dinners with the man’s large family. Marvin had only his father, growing up. When the man
was not working he was drinking. His mother had died during childbicth. He had never had a family dinner and didn't even enjoy eating
lunch with the men at the factory where he had once worked.

Bul it was one of the workers {whose name Marvin could not recall) who fancied himself Marvin's friend and had given his last lead. He
had mailed Marvin and advertisement for the Saints and Sinners Circus stationed in Vermont. Even with the economic depression the
seats stayed full. Tt was an eddball freak show with horned clowns. unearthly animals that could not be named, and human spectacles with
an array of unfortunate disfigurements.

However, Marvin was not there for the macabre exhibition. He was there for the headliner. A woman by the name of Lilith Baptiste, a
trapeze artist. A mulatto woman who had become a sensation with the traveling circus first surfaced near New Orleans just three years
ago. It wasn't her aerial acrobatics that made the act so popular. It was the finale that consistently wowed the crowd.

Marvin's attention perked up as the lights lowered. The crowd quicted suddenly. He was grateful for the silence. Then the announcer
introduced her. The Amazing Miss Lilith Baptiste. She was beautiful. Even in the glittering blue monstrosity she wore. She stood high
above the crowd with her black hair pinned up and her brown hand waving to her public.

There was a dangerous air about her that Marvin didn’t gquite understand. It made him uneasy, but he was as riveted as the rest of the
crowd as she swung out and began her routine on the trapeze.

She flew through the air all poise and all grace. Then suddenly her hand began to slip. Marvin looked down and realized that there was no
net., but there was a reason, he reminded himself. This was a part of the act. Soon would come the finale.

Her hands slipped from the bar completely and the crowd gasped as she plummeted toward the ground. She screamed. Marvin held his
breath. She landed on the ground with a loud thud with a nauseating crack as her neck snapped. She could not have survived, he
thought. There was no way. Mot unless the myths were true.

The silence steetched. Cold and long. Then after what seemed like forever, her fingers twitched. Her body carme back to life in pieces. Limb
after limb. She stood slowly. her neck still broken and askew. Marvin watched in wide eyed horror with the rest of the crowd as reached up
with her hands and twisted her neck until it popped back in place. She was absolutely fine as if nothing had happened.

The crowd stood. Evervone was in an uproar as she smiled and waved once more. Marvin remained seated. Stunned. It was true then, he
thought, this worman had the secret to immortality. He promised himself silently that no matter what it took he would get it out of her.

Marvin was led to Miss Baptiste's trailer by a woman with an unformatied resemblance to a mouse. with a tail and all. The long pink
appendage dragged behind her as they walked. Marvin tried not to show how disturbed he was by this as she smiled at him. showing off
her bucked front teeth.She was just one of many. A freak among freaks. A terror among terrors. Her rounded ears perked up and she
tucked a stray strand of blonde hair behind it as Marvin spoke. "Will she see me do you think?” he asked.

A nod and then she was focused on him with her black beady eves. "She sees evervone,” she squeaked. “Especially those who want to know
her secret.”

Marvin raised a brow at the statement. “Will she tell me? Do you think?” Silence. He decided to change the subject. "Were vou born with
the tail?”

A pause. *Can’t say really,” she peeped after a moment. He wanted to ask her what he could say but they came to trailer and she gestured
toward the door. "If you ask her for something,” she said. her face suddenly serious (as serious as a rat woman could look Marvin
supposed), "Make sure vou be specific.”

"Thanks,” he muttered with a nod.

As she disappeared Marvin's exciterment got the better of him. He had finally found his answer. He was sure of it

He ook the steps two at a time and knocked on the wooden door with enthusiasm. A smooth voice ordered him to eater and he did so
without hesitation.

The trailer was meticulously organized. Costurmes in a chest in one corner. A desk with chairs behind and in front. A curtain separating the
office like space from what Marvin supposed was where she slept. There was order. Nothing out of place.

Lilith sat behind the desk, still in costume though her black hair was now down. She eved him over the smoke coming from her clove
cigarette she was smoking. Her lips unwrapped themselves from around the black holder and Marvin waited for her to speak. "You're
dying.” she said.

Marvin blinked. He would have asked how she knew but there was something unearthly about her. About everyone in the circus. Tt was all
ethereal. *And you cannot,” he replied. deciding to be just as blunt.

“How poetic the two of us are,” Lilith chimed. She was giving him confirmation without confirming outright. “What is your name?”
"Marvin Abrams,” he told her, and then, *T wish to know the secret behind your immortality.”

Lilith frowned. "I am not human,” she stated, *You are. Therefore you cannot achieve immortality by my means. But that does not mean
that you cannot live forever.”

Marvin was not as surprised as he should have been at her statement. The reason their circus was a sensation was because they had
monsters in place of men after all. "What are you?”

Lilith's black eyes narrowed. "I've been called many things,” she revealed, "Devil. Angel. Goddess. T prefer the last one, but 1 am closer to
the fiest. If you must know, [ am a demon. One of the more benevolent ones really.” There was a pause. She waved her hand dismissively in
the air. "But what [ am is not important.” she said, *And it doesn’t eeally matter to yvou. What matters is what 1 can do for vou. Am [ eighe?”

Marvin nodded. He adjusted the jacket he was wearing and forged ahead. "What can you do for me Miss Baptiste?”

She ook another drag of the cigarette before she spoke, “In exchange for your soul, anything you wish Mr. Abrams.”

My soul, he thought, of course there was a price. One could not cheat death without making some sacrifice. What did he really need with a
soul anyhow? He had not done enough good in life to go to heaven and would most likely end up in purgatory. Would that be so much
better than rotting with demaons like this woman in hell?

He could ask for a cure and long life. That could buy himself more time on earth before he had to pay his debt. He would be specific like
the rouse-girl said and not let himself be tricked.

"There are a few things T want,” he started, *I want to be cured of my disease. T want to live a long life, much longer than that of a normal
mian. 1 want to live it in solitude, have time to think, to read. to travel. Twant to be more than a man. [ want to be more than a pale sickly
creature who ran out of me.”

She raised a brow at him when he stopped. *Is that it?” she asked. He nodded. He was a simple man, desperate, and dying. "Very well then,”
she agreed.

Lilith snapped her fingers together and a paper appeared on her desk in a puff of black smoke. He leaned over and looked at the page. The
print was too fine for him to make out. But he made out key words here and there, Cure. Live. Travel.

"It's a contract,” she explained. "A mere technicality. Nothing to worry your ailing little head over.”

Marvin frowned as she held out a pen to him a morment later. But there was no going back now. He had tried everything else. He had a few
more weeks lef if that. This was it This would work. He could feel it. *Where do 1 2ign?” he asked.

"Initial on the short lines,” Lilith smiled, "And sign at the bottom.”

Marvin did as he was told. As his hand completed the last pen stroke he felt a bout of nausea. Tt was painful and dizzy. Hair began to
sprout up on his arms and hands. His bones broke into a new anatomy. The pain grew just below his spine as a tail barst through his black
trousers from behind.

"Dion't worey Me. Abrams,” Lilith’s voice came through the fog, “The pain will 2oon cad.”

Marvin's mind worked, even as he screamed. He teded to figure out what was happening. What he had done. As his feet burst through his
shoes he looked down. They were not the feet of a man but those of a chimp. He knew then. The circus. The deformities. The freaks were
all Lilith’s doing. The rat woman had been teying to warn him. Be specific she had advised.

But [ had been specific, Marvin thought as the pain ebbed and his body had settled into its new form. He had asked to be cured. He realized
then that he did not fee] sick. He had asked to be more than a mortal man and now he was. But this was not what he had wanted.

Lilith stared him down with a smug expression. Itwas clear that she was pleased with her handiworlke. °1 thank [ will call vou Marvin the
Monkey,” she nodded to herself, undisturbed by his transformation, *It has a nice ring to it”

Marvin tried to scream but his voice came out in unintelligible hoots and grunts.

"Don't be that way,” Lilith pouted, “You were one of the easier ones, 5o don’t start giving me attitude now. 1 gave you want you want. A cure
and a long life. You're more than a man now, you're a chimp as well. And now that your soul belongs to me, vou're a part of the circus.
That means that you go wherever we go. You were very specific indeed Mr. Abrams.”

Marvin beat on her desk with the flats of his hands and screeched. He cursed her with his thoughts but his mind told him the truth. He
had done this. He was to blame.

"You're going to make me cage you, aren't you?” Lilith smirked, *You will be with us a very long time. You should really try and stay on my
good side”

Marvin realized as Lilith laughed that she would take advantage of owning his soul despite his now extended life.

Sunlight shown in through the bars of his cage. Marvin rolled over on the hay covered bottom as he heard the jingling of keys. He glanced
mournfully at the books he would have to abandon momentarily in the comer of his cage as one of the workers stepped inside.

Lilith had been right. Marvin was alive. The sickness was gone. Still had his mind even with the deformation of his body. He could still
read. While in his cage he had his solitude. When the circus traveled so did he. Just like he had stipulated. He had learned to be grateful for
the little things.

The shackles around his feet were unlocked and Marvin shuffled forward. As he stepped out of the cage he was greeted by Lilith. She wore
a glittering purple costume and a smile. He might have strangled her with his newly clawed hands were it not for the fact that she owned
him now. Even if he managed to kill her she would rise again a moment later. He would simply have to settle for dropping her prematurely
during their trapeze act. [t would not kill her. But it would hurt, he knew. He took some gratification in the thought as she placed a purple
propeller cap atop his head.

“Show tirne, my little monkey man,” Lilith beamed. She walked away, her hips swaying gracefully. Marvin sighed knowing he had no choice
but o follow.
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