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It was hard to accept that from now on everyone  
would look at her differently. 
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The Last Line 

From the Editor 
 

 
Last year, we held one of our fun little first line contests, and while we were 
trying to pick the 2016 first lines, we realized we really didn’t have a last line 
ready for our third issue.   

Luckily, I felt one of the entries for the contest would make a great last line. 
So, I contacted the writer, Adele Gammon, and asked if we could use her 
sentence for The Last Line. She said yes, and then told us the inspiration behind the 
line: 

 
I have had many life-changing experiences that more than once have 
included the uncomfortable position of being ‘different.’ So, I thought that 
would be a good place to start a story. In my story, I envisioned taking the 
reader on an emotional first person descriptive journey that would slowly 
lead them to realize that a woman had just buried her young child. Yes, I 
buried my child nearly thirty years ago. And yes, it is still hard to accept 
that when people learn that, they look at me differently. 

 
It turned out to be a harder last line than I thought; many writers simply tacked 
Adele’s sentence onto an existing story, hoping it would fit (it usually didn’t). 
For those writers who were able to write to the last line, most of their 
submissions fell in the speculative and science fiction range—newly revealed 
aliens, newly realized witches, dystopian futures. We had several stories that 
featured transgendered characters and a few teenage pregnancies. Thankfully, 
there were a handful of stories that really excited us, and we’re happy to include 
them in this issue. 

We hope you enjoy.   
 

David 
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The Last Line 

 
 

Niaz Zaman 

The Monster’s Mother 
 
 
Perhaps she should have worried more, she thought, as she read Surah Yasin 
over and over again, the lines in her head running before her eyes could follow 
the Arabic script in front of her. It is the surah that Muslims read or recite 
from memory when someone is very ill or dying. The reading and recitation 
do not always bring the dying back to life, but one consoles oneself by saying 
that it was God’s wish and that the recitation eased the passing of the dying 
man or woman. 

Perhaps she should have worried when Nafis started growing his beard—
just a small one. Like most men from their area, Nafis and his father did not 
have much facial hair. She remembered how, as a small boy, Nafis used to 
stand on a stool next to his father in the bathroom and watch Nasir shave. Nasir 
would sometimes smear a little of the shaving lather on Nafis’s face and, after 
he had finished shaving, would use the back of his comb to “shave” Nafis. How 
delighted Nafis used to be, to feel all grown up. And after father and son had 
finished shaving, Nasir would splash some aftershave on his son’s face, as well. 
She still remembered how her father had smelled after his shave. But no one 
used Old Spice anymore. 

“When will I be able to shave?” Nafis would ask. And Nasir would laugh. 
“You don’t want to start shaving,” he would say. “Because once you start, you 
will have to shave every day. But perhaps we men from Feni are lucky. Perhaps 
it is the Mongolian blood that gives us these ‘chhagla dari,’ these straggly goat 
beards.” 

She remembered how Nasir had given Nafis his first shaving kit—replete 
with aftershave and balm—on his fourteenth birthday. Then father and son 
shaved together, standing in front of the bathroom mirror. “Wouldn’t it have 
been better just to trim it with scissors,” she had asked. “It’ll start to grow 
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faster,” she added, “and he will have to shave every day.”  
“Not if he has my blood in him,” Nasir had replied. “I don’t think he will 

have to shave regularly until he is twenty or twenty-one. That’s how old I was. 
And the real reason I started shaving was because I had started working and 
couldn’t go into work with a seven o’clock shadow at nine in the morning.” 

But when Nafis was twenty, he had started to keep his beard, the “chhagla 
dari” they had laughed at years ago. Of course, he had trimmed it so it was just 
a little dark fuzz on his chin. 

Where had things gone wrong? As the words of the surah tripped off her 
tongue, she wondered where she and Nasir had failed. She hadn’t been able to 
have any more children after Nafis. An incompetent, nervous doctor had 
attended her rather than the gynecologist to whom she had gone to during her 
entire pregnancy. So she had to give up the idea of a brother or sister for Nafis. 
But what a loving, happy child he had been! He almost more than made up for 
the absence of other children. 

She remembered how her mother had smeared a little smidgen of pure 
Sundarban honey on Nafis’s tiny tongue. “To sweeten his tongue,” her mother 
said, “so that only sweet and loving words emerge from his mouth.” Other 
new mothers had told her that doctors frowned upon this age-old practice, 
believing honey could make a newborn ill. But nothing happened to Nafis and 
afterward she wondered whether the reason for the honey was not really to 
sweeten the mouth but to help clear the infant bowels. 

She had been lucky that Nafis slept through the night, unlike other babies 
whose mothers claimed that they did not have a wink of sleep because the 
babies had not only remained awake the whole night but screamed most of it. 
And even when they had finally fallen asleep and been put back to bed, they 
had woken up and insisted on being carried and walked about the whole night.  

Nafis had been a delightful child, growing up plump and cuddly, always 
with a loving smile for everyone, even strangers. And she had worried that he 
would not fear anyone and even allow himself to be picked up and kidnapped. 
So, unlike other children, whose ayahs and maids took them out in the 
afternoons, Nafis stayed in the verandah playing with his toys or going out only 
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with his mother or father. 
When he was about three, like the mothers of other three-year-olds, she 

had striven to get him into the best nursery school in Dhaka, perhaps in the 
whole of Bangladesh. She had been lucky when Nafis was admitted to one of 
the top English medium schools in Dhaka. She remembered how Nasir would 
drop off the two of them on his way to work. Because they lived in Banani, she 
had not gone back home but waited with the other mothers outside the school, 
under the shed that the school had thoughtfully provided for mothers who had 
to wait for their children. Though it should have taken half an hour from 
Banani to Dhanmondi, where the school was located, because of the increasing 
traffic on the roads, the trip could take an hour or more. With the short school 
hours for playgroup children, there had been no point in going back home. She 
had tried to run errands instead of just waiting like the other mothers did. Of 
course, many of them also found things to do other than gossip. They knitted, 
shared patterns and recipes, and a number of them helped supply snacks to the 
school canteen.   

One day, when she had been waiting outside the gate, the principal had 
passed by and picked up a conversation with her. The school had been looking 
for a mathematics teacher—somehow mathematics teachers didn’t seem to 
stay for long. Learning that she had completed her masters in mathematics, the 
principal had asked her whether she would be interested in teaching the middle 
school children. She took the job, after convincing Nasir that the house would 
not be neglected and that she would have something to do instead of just 
waiting or gossiping with the other mothers. When many of her university 
classmates started to work on their examinations, she had gotten married; 
thoughts of working had been far from her mind. 

Teaching twelve-year-olds had been difficult at the beginning, but she got 
used to teaching, relearning many of the things she had studied and learning the 
new methods that were now required. Nafis had to stay a little longer after 
school while she finished her classes and completed other duties that were 
occasionally required. As Nafis’s schooldays became longer, so did hers.  

She had always thought that once Nafis finished his O Levels, she would 
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stop teaching and go back to being a full-time housewife instead of a part-time 
one. But she had been persuaded to stay. She had quite enjoyed the hours spent 
outside the house, and she made good friends with some of the other teachers. 
The extra money, too, had been welcome. The house seemed to run by itself. 
She had always seen to it that her staff were the best she could get so that she 
did not have to rush home like many other working women to prepare lunch 
or dinner. With Nafis grown up, there was also much less work. 

In his senior classes, Nafis had started having his own friends, spending time 
with them outside school hours. All parents of teenagers worried about drugs. 
She and Nasir worried, too, but Nafis used to laugh. He told them that he 
would never do drugs. He liked playing football, being in the open, not hidden 
in a dark room and back alley injecting or smoking injurious substances. 

The school had started offering A Levels a couple of years ago, but Nafis had 
opted to take courses with tutors—as many of his friends were doing—and sit 
the exams privately. The A Level coaching classes were in the evening, often 
ending late at night.  

Was that when things started to go wrong, she wondered, as she came to 
the end of the surah. She had lost count of the number of times she had read 
Surah Yasin. What did it matter how many times she read it? Why did people 
at quls, the Muslim ritual three days after someone’s death, always note the 
numbers of times the Quran had been read, Surah Yasin completed, or the first 
kalma recited? She had always found it senseless that a person engrossed in 
counting the tasbih would raise her finger and insist that the young girl who was 
keeping a tally write down the number of times she had recited the kalma. 

For Nafis’s nineteenth birthday Nasir had given him a laptop. Before that he 
had a computer but grumbled that everyone his age had a laptop.  

Was that the beginning? The laptop and the hours that he spent alone in his 
room? The maid complained that Nafis had his breakfast very late, often 
skipping it altogether to have lunch with his mother when she returned from 
school. They would let him sleep late on weekends and it would be lunchtime 
when Nafis would show up at the dining table. She didn’t remember having 
had breakfast with Nafis in a long time.  
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Nasir did not pray regularly—though she did. Nor did Nasir go to Friday 
prayers at the mosque. He would go on the two Eids and made it a point at 
least once every Ramadan to offer iftar at the neighborhood mosque and 
arrange a prayer and a meal at an orphanage on his father’s death anniversary.  

Then, one Friday, Nafis had surprised them by appearing in his white 
spotless kurta and telling them that he was going for Friday prayers at the 
mosque. Did his father wish to accompany him? Nasir had changed reluctantly 
and gone with Nafis. But that was perhaps the only time they had gone to 
Friday prayers together. She had grumbled, pointing out that it was usually 
fathers who encouraged their sons to maintain the ritual of religion.  

She had been happy when Nafis had started going to the mosque for Friday 
prayers and saying his five prayers a day. Nafis would often tell her how some 
of the things she believed about religion were wrong. When she asked him 
how he knew, he would tell her that it was on the Internet. She had not 
wanted him to become a religious bigot and so had been happy that, along with 
his prayers, he continued to play football with the neighborhood boys.  

Nafis sat his A Levels and passed—not exceptionally well but well enough 
to qualify for admission at a private university, one of the top five private 
universities in Bangladesh. The fees had been high, but they had been able to 
manage. 

One day, Nafis came home and told them that he would not be continuing 
his studies at his current university. He had been accepted to the Malaysian 
branch of a well-known Australian university and would be leaving in 
September. She had felt a pang. Her baby had grown up and was leaving home. 

She remembered how she had hugged him when saying goodbye—but the 
sidewalk, with its milling passengers and trolleys, was no place to say a proper 
goodbye. They stood as long as they could beside Nafis in the line of passengers 
with laden trolleys, waiting for the ones before him to show their passports 
and tickets to be allowed to enter. “Write,” she said, as Nafis was about to 
wheel his trolley in. “Call when you can,” she said. “I’ll email,” he replied, with 
his passport and ticket in one hand and his other hand on the trolley handle. At 
the gate, Nafis raised one hand and waved and then he was lost in the lines of 
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passengers inside the airport.  
The first few months he emailed regularly—once a week. He occasionally 

mentioned a few friends from Dhaka who were also studying at the university. 
She missed him. The apartment had been strangely empty. There was nothing 
for her and Nasir to talk about when he returned from work. She started to 
tutor a few students at home to fill up the long, empty afternoons. 

Then one day the mother of one of Nafis’s friends called and asked her if it 
was true that Nafis had left his university and asked if she had any news of him. 
“I hope he is all right,” she said. She had not thought too much about the 
question. She still got emails from Nafis telling her how he was doing. She 
must have misunderstood the woman, she thought. But when she tried calling 
Nafis’s number, she found it unreachable.  

Perhaps she should have worried then, but when he emailed saying that 
something was wrong with the phone, she stopped worrying. She remembered 
he had not replied to her comment about his friend’s mother. At school, she 
gradually started hearing stories about boys Nafis’s age who had gone missing 
for several months. “You are lucky,” her friends said, “that Nafis is in 
Malaysia.”  

Then one day Nafis emailed, saying he was moving to a smaller, cheaper 
accommodation but they were not to worry. He was fine.  

When was the last she had heard from him? A month ago? One of her 
friends had called and asked if Nafis was back. She had said that she had seen 
someone who looked like Nafis some days ago in Gulshan. But Nafis wasn’t 
back.  

Perhaps she or Nasir should have gone to Malaysia, visited Nafis and seen if 
he was all right instead of letting him manage all by himself. They had planned 
to go when Nasir could get leave. Maybe during the long Eid holidays. They 
did not tell Nafis. They would surprise him. They had managed to get two 
tickets for the last Sunday of Ramadan. They would stay for ten days after Eid.  

Once Ramadan began, the month was soon over. Almost before she had 
known it, it was the last Friday of Ramadan. They would be leaving in two 
days to give Nafis a surprise. She broke her fast, and though Nasir wasn’t 
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fasting, he had joined her at the iftar table. Malaysia was an Islamic country and 
she had seen pictures of people sitting down together and having iftar. She 
wondered whether Nafis had attended any of these gatherings. They had 
almost finished dinner when Nasir’s cell phone rang. 

“Who is it,” she asked.  
He said to switch on the television. Unlike most families, their television 

was in the drawing room. She was still at the table when Nasir said, “Ya Allah,” 
in a strangled voice.  

Wondering whether he was ill, she got up and went to the drawing room. 
The television showed pictures of firefighters, uniformed policemen, and 
black-clad Rab officers milling around outside floor-length glass windows in 
what seemed like a garden. There was an attack inside a café. No one quite 
knew who had carried it out. All the news said was that there were several 
foreigners inside. The same scene kept being replayed again and again. 

She knew the café. Nasir, she, and Nafis had been there a number of times. 
Nafis had occasionally gone there with his friends. She was glad that Nafis was 
not in town. He too might have been there.  

She had been tired after the fast and gone to bed. Nasir had remained in the 
drawing room. Sometime in the early morning, Nasir had gently shaken her 
awake. “You need to see this.” 

There were five young men on the screen, four of them with small beards, 
one of them clean-shaven; all five had red-and-white checked keffiyahs on their 
heads, cradling guns in their hands, with smiles on their faces. 

But how could that smiling boy in the middle be Nafis? Nafis was in 
Malaysia. How could someone look exactly like Nafis? 

She tried to call the last number she had but only got a recorded reply, 
which she could not understand. 

Then the aliases and the names of the boys in the photos were flashed on the 
screen. How she had screamed and wept.  

“We should have gone with him! Why did we let him go alone? Why didn’t 
we go at least once to see him?” She hit Nasir and scratched his face when he 
tried to calm her. “Where did we go wrong?” 
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Finally, the doctor came and gave her a sedative. The security guards below 
were told not to let anyone up to their apartment. Neither friends, nor 
relatives, nor the media. But they could not remain in hiding forever. Someone 
always managed to come up or waylay the driver or cook and ask questions. 
They stopped watching television, but news filtered in. A newsman met Nasir 
as he was on his way to the bank to tell him that the other families had refused 
to accept the bodies of their sons. The other families said, “They are not our 
sons. They are monsters.” What about him? 

After emerging from her drugged state, she had begged and pleaded with 
Nasir to bring Nafis’s body back, give it a decent burial. He had refused. 

So she had gone alone to the morgue, wearing a borrowed burqa so that no 
one recognized her. Nasir asked what the formalities for getting the body back 
were and asked someone to help her. He had also arranged for the ambulance. 
But he would not go to the morgue. He would not bury the body. 

Someone asked her, “Where is the father?” 
She had just shaken her head but finally had to say it. “He will not come. He 

has no son. I am the mother. I gave birth to him and though he might have 
become a monster, I remember the child.” 

She filled out the forms they placed in front of her and finally they gave her 
the dead body in a wooden box. 

She had asked her brother to arrange a funeral in their village home. “They 
cannot refuse to bury him,” she said. “Every dead body must be buried.” 

So she had gone in the ambulance alone with the body of her child—the 
monster, the militant, the terrorist—all the way to the small village that she 
had not visited in twenty years.  

She had stood several yards away while she watched the gravediggers and 
the imam say the funeral prayer. Her brother had not come. When the 
gravediggers had gone down into the newly dug grave—next to the graves of 
her parents—and started lowering the body onto the rough bamboo mats, she 
had gone forward. She took a handful of soil, as she had done for her father, 
and threw it into the grave while tears streamed down her face.  

She had not seen the photographer. But the next day, the photograph of the 
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lonely funeral and the woman in a black burqa had been in all the newspapers 
with the headline: “Mother of Militant Attends Funeral.”  

The news item mentioned her as a school teacher, who had taught 
mathematics at the same school her son had attended. They did not give her 
name, but everyone knew the school, knew who taught mathematics there. 

She had not gone to school for all these past months. The principal had 
informed her that they had been able to find a replacement. 

She continued to read Surah Yasin from the beginning. She had all the time 
in the world now. She tried hard to forget the smiling face she had seen, 
cradling a rifle and wearing a red-and-white checked keffiyah. She tried only to 
remember the little boy who had been her delight. 

One day she would have to leave the apartment. One day she would, if 
nothing else, have to go to the bank, the doctor.  

It was hard to accept that from now on everyone would look at her 
differently.  

 
 

### 
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Victoria Woodward 

Witchlight 
 
 
Marbella Ashbrook had been given the duty of watching her younger sister that 
day, but as usual, Luciella wandered off after playing in the kitchen garden. 
Marbella rushed to the gate at the far end of the wall, heart pounding as she 
shot out into the bright evening sunlight. This wasn’t the first time Luciella had 
vanished but something felt different. Even Lady Ashbrook, a woman not given 
to panic or nervousness, had all but thrown her younger children to the maids 
and raced out to join the search. When Marbella had sent a nursemaid back to 
the bower to report Luciella’s escape, Lady Ashbrook had gone wild with 
worry, exclaiming how she had known something was wrong before the maid 
entered. Lord Ashbrook had pulled together every available man, woman, and 
teenager to search for the girl who had been happily playing at midday and was 
now nowhere to be seen in the fading light. A small army of people were now 
racing around the manor and its grounds, striking Marbella like the nymphs 
and sprites from her books as they darted back and forth. Long shadows had 
begun to stretch across the grounds from the forest beyond the house, and the 
air had become so tense that Marbella found it hard to breathe.  

Suddenly, among the shouts of family and servants alike, a woman’s scream 
rang out from beyond the tree line. The shrillness startled Marbella and caused 
her heart to race faster. Hitching up the layers of skirts, she raced into the 
forest after the source, along with others who had been nearby. She heard men 
shouting back along the trail for her father to be found and fetched and heard 
the worried murmurs of women who now feared the worst. By the time she 
reached the woman who had raised the alarm, a small crowd had gathered in 
the clearing. They were by the fishpond her great-grandfather had built, but 
she felt no desire to gaze out on the peaceful water. No one spoke, or even 
moved from where they had come to a halt and the silence was deafening. 
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Forcing her way through the wall of bodies before her, Marbella made her way 
to the front, only to have her very breath snatched from her by the sight that 
had stunned the adults.  

Luciella was floating. Not in the water, but a foot from the grass at the edge 
of the pond—and she was surrounded in a vivid blue light. Marbella could not 
tell if Luciella was still alive and wanted so badly to know she was fine, but fear 
had lodged itself deep in her breast and she could not bring herself to move any 
closer to the limp body of the little girl.   

“Move aside! Let me through! Let me get to my daughter!” The gruff voice 
of Lord Ashbrook rang out from the back of the ever-growing throng of 
onlookers. “Let me see her! Tell me she’s . . . .”  

“Father . . . don’t . . .” whispered Marbella as his voice trailed into silence 
at the sight. Marbella was suddenly overcome by alarm that whatever was 
keeping Luciella suspended would be dangerous and that her father would be 
harmed if he tried to touch her. Lord Ashbrook stared in disbelief before 
shaking himself to his senses and gingerly moved toward Luciella.  

As if anticipating his intentions, the light began to fade and Luciella slowly 
dropped toward the ground. Even as she settled against the grass, she showed 
no signs of life, and without the glare of the light, it became apparent that she 
had fallen in the pond. Her clothes were sodden and her hair clung damply to 
her forehead. A chill crawled through Marbella as she gazed at her sister. 
Luciella’s skin looked sallow and gray in comparison to her usually rosy 
cheeks. For all present, Luciella appeared dead and given what they had seen, 
beyond the grace of God. Many of the servants began crossing themselves and 
muttering prayers that sounded almost pleading for the soul of the young lady. 

Mustering his courage, Lord Ashbrook knelt beside his child and placed his 
fingers on her wrist. The slightest flutter of a pulse skipped past his fingertips. 
Relief flooded through him as he slowly slipped an arm under his daughter’s 
small, delicate shoulders and lifted her to him. She felt so heavy in his arms, 
and no other signs of life flickered in her tiny face. 

“Thank God,” he sighed before turning to the crowd of terrified servants 
and family members. “She’s still alive! Quick! Fetch blankets and dry clothes 
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for the child.” As if thankful to be excused, everyone jumped into action to 
fulfill their liege’s order. All but Marbella, who stood nearby, rigid with fear of 
what she had seen, too afraid to allow the realization that her sister wasn’t dead 
to wash over her.  

“What was that, Father? Surely she cannot be a witch,” she whispered 
cautiously; an accusation of that sort often carried the death sentence to not 
only the accused but all the female members of her family. If this got out, 
especially connected to such a young child, their mother would be accused of 
consorting with the Devil and all the daughters would be put on the pyre 
beside her to rout the evil in their blood. 

“Hush, girl,” Lord Ashbrook murmured, brushing damp strands of hair from 
Luciella’s face and gently trying to shake her awake. “The servants will be 
warned to keep quiet if they would like to keep their employment. And you’ll 
keep quiet about this, too, if you wish yourself and your family safe.” 

Nothing stirred in Luciella, and Lord Ashbrook began to fear that she was 
beyond help when Lady Ashbrook arrived in the clearing. Armed to the hilt 
with as many thick blankets and warm clothes as she could carry, she raced 
over to the three of them and immediately set about drying and changing 
Luciella. Evidently oblivious to what had really happened, Lady Ashbrook 
completed her task and sat on the wet grass, cradling the child. 

“What happened?” Lady Ashbrook questioned, looking at the stoic face of 
her husband and the terror-blanched face of her daughter. “Why are the 
servants suddenly giving me a wide berth and shouting information to me 
rather than coming close and telling me in the normal manner?” She had been 
searching the bower’s lower rooms when she heard the servants shouting up 
the stairs to her that Luciella had been found at Edward’s fishpond. Grabbing 
what she could, she had flown down the stairs and pretended not to notice 
how the six women had backed away from her as she passed. Her mind was 
fixed on the child she had born into the world, and God be damned if she was 
going to let her die.  

Lord Ashbrook glanced to where Marbella still stood rooted and looked 
down at Luciella. Taking a deep breath, he explained the events of finding 



- 17 - 

The Last Line 

Luciella but found himself unable to look Lady Ashbrook in the eye throughout 
the telling. He had known since he married Lady Ashbrook, some eighteen 
years ago, when she was a mere sapling of a girl, that she came from a long line 
of supposed witches and wise women but he had never had cause to believe 
that the family gift had passed to Lady Ashbrook or any of their daughters. He 
considered it a gift only because he had been present when her sister, Rebecca, 
had used witchcraft to save her from death’s claws during the birth of their 
third child. He knew full well that no one else would see it this way, that all 
they would see was a monster and a monstrous brood of witch-born children. 
It was what the Church told everyone from the day they were born, that 
witchcraft was the Devil’s work and those with the ability were outside of 
God’s grace and were dangerous. 

Lady Ashbrook sat through her husband’s monologue, absently stroking the 
head of her child while taking it all in. When Lord Ashbrook finished, a small 
whimper broke the silence that enveloped them and everyone turned to look at 
Luciella. Eyelids now fluttered and color slowly rose back to her cheeks as her 
mother rubbed her slender arms through the blankets. Lady Ashbrook smiled 
gently, content that her daughter was coming back to her and turned to her 
husband. 

“She can never know,” Lady Ashbrook stated, locking her husband’s gaze 
with an intensity that he had never seen before. “We go about life as normal, 
but she can never know what power she has.” 

Lord Ashbrook nodded and raised himself slowly, letting the blood creep 
back into his long, numb legs. He needed to gather the family and the servants 
and announce the girl’s return to health. He needed to squash any whispers 
that would be making their way around the household. The sooner he acted to 
save the family’s reputation, the better it would be in the long run. 

“Take her back to the house, my love, before she runs a fever and leaves us 
from that instead. Bella, accompany your mother and do not leave her side 
until I send for you.” He regained his composure as Lord Ashbrook before 
strutting off to the manor to make his speech. 

Marbella barely felt the tug of her mother’s hand on her shoulder, as Lady 
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Ashbrook began her careful journey back to the manor. Lady Ashbrook carried 
Luciella as though she were made of glass. Each time, Marbella glanced at the 
small girl nestled in their mother’s embrace, she could not reign in her fears 
for the future of her family. Word would spread; it had to. Even the great 
Lord Ashbrook would not be able to stem the tide of whispers that would 
attach themselves to the family. Poor Luce, everything has changed and you won’t 
ever know why, Marbella thought, as the grand house came into view. Marbella 
knew in her heart that she and their other sisters were untouched by magic, 
but this would not change the way people would sneak looks and whisper to 
each other as they passed. It was hard to accept that from now on everyone 
would look at her differently. 

 
 

### 
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Kathleen Gunton 

Snow Crocus 
 
 
 

“Gardening is an instrument of grace.” –May Sarton 
 
In mid-January, six young postulants were given long, gray aprons to match 
the day and told to meet Mother Superior in the backyard. It seemed an odd 
assignment since there was still snow on the bare ground. The small yard 
behind their West End convent followed a path that led to a shrine with a 
Cross. A reminder. Just in case anyone thought she had it rough.  

Beyond the fence was a New York high-rise where anyone from pigeon 
watchers to musicians could observe young studying-to-be nuns perform what 
very well might look like penance. 

“Now, sisters,” she said, as though they were about to open a special gift, 
“you are going to help me here in the garden.” 

The girls looked at one another, since there were obviously no flowers or 
any semblance of a garden. “So where are you hiding this garden?” Someone 
braved the question on all their minds. 

“Yes, yes hiding. It’s hiding,” said Mother Superior. Her full cheeks went 
pink with laughter—and the cold, of course. “Crocus, sisters. We are going to 
plant crocus bulbs to greet the spring.” 

“I’m sorry I don’t know anything about crocus,” said the postulant from 
California. “We don’t have winters.” Her excuse brought only stifled laughter. 

“Three to four inches apart and two inches deep. That’s all you need to 
know.” Mother Superior then inhaled the cold. “So good, good for you young 
ones to be in the fresh air.” She swirled around, rosary beads clinking down the 
long skirt of her habit, as she waved and said, “Have fun.” 
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“I guess that means we can talk?” The question lingered, since this was a 
contemplative order of nuns and talking was only allowed during evening 
recreation.  

“No, I think it means we better dig,” came the soft, not uncharitable 
response. So they labored with their small shovels and spades, knees in praying 
position on the narrow walk. Hard clumps of damp earth out; bulbs full of 
human hope buried.  

In those early convent days, hunger for beauty was only surpassed by hunger 
for food. Food seemed the only delight the teenage girls could focus on. And 
they did, especially when it came to Sister Mary Stella’s blueberry pie. Bless 
her flour- and sugar-coated hands, they would say in unguarded moments.  

Every Friday at noon, some sort of fish was served, lots of little innocuous 
bones to interrupt a meatless meal. No doubt, some over-zealous fisherman 
made it his personal responsibility to see that the good nuns had their fresh fish 
on Friday. As the reality of The Nun’s Story lost its romantic hold, two of the 
girls made the decision to leave religious life, resulting in larger slices of pie for 
those who remained. It was a good thing because meals could be rather bleak if 
you had a healthy appetite. 

Breakfast consisted of Chase & Sanborn coffee, which brewed its delights up 
the stairwell to chapel as Mass ended each morning. Stewed prunes were 
passed around the table, and the fine art of discarding pits was learned: deposit 
on tongue, then spoon, and finally, on the bread and butter plate. Lined up and 
down the table, those pits looked so forlorn, like the proverbial silent stones 
on Palm Sunday. Corn flakes and puffs of rice followed, bland and harmless. 
Amazing how healthy one could feel at 7:30 a.m.  

Lunch was a lost word in the convent. The midday meal became dinner, the 
largest meal of the day: a piece of baked chicken, if it was Sunday, meatloaf or 
ham or a pork chop the rest of the week. 

Supper was cold cuts or leftovers that had been creatively recreated by 
Sister Mary Stella. No one starved. Though every so often someone would 
groan, “I’m starving,” and hope that God would bless the table with a pizza. 
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The pitch of a small pewter bell at the end of the meal, tamed all tongues: 
Grand Silence. And in that silence, growth—like crocus under snow. 

Except for the third postulant who left her veil and habit behind just as the 
crocus began to appear. She knew when she returned home to the real world 
everyone would want to know why she left the convent. They would ask 
questions that could never be answered. Even her best friends from high school 
would not understand.  

It was hard to accept that from now on everyone would look at her 
differently. 

 
 

### 

 



- 22 - 

The Last Line 

 
 

Joe Horne 

Serving Hot Chocolate Now! 
 
 
Cindy Burch walked out to the edge of the Waffle House parking lot, away 
from the glaring lights. It was a mostly slow night, and no one would notice 
her out there. The smokers stayed near the dumpsters, but she couldn’t stand 
the smell—of the smoke or the trash. So she stood alone, listening to the 
crickets and looking up at the stars, then into her phone. The screen was 
broken but she could still read it just fine. This was how she typically spent her 
breaks, out there, by herself. 

Everyone called her CB for short. She had worked at Waffle House for a 
little over three years. Used to work at Bob Evans—just a mile from here—
but she got sick of all the religious people there. Lots of families who pull out 
their Bibles and pray over their sausage and eggs like it’s gonna be their last 
meal. She got tired of all the tracts left with her tips. And the tips were rarely 
good. They thought that if they only had to give Jesus ten percent, they 
shouldn’t have to give their waitress any more than that. Her manager was a 
nice guy, but she told him she was ready for a change. He didn’t seem too 
sorry to see her go. She’s been at the Waffle House ever since, and she liked it 
pretty good. It’s more her crowd. 

She doesn’t get many text messages. Sometimes her mom, sometimes her 
friend Larry, and lately from Cheryl. Cheryl was her roommate who was 
currently with Jim, and Jim used to be her boyfriend. She doesn’t mind them 
being together, really. She knew what people were thinking, but really, it was 
fine. Jim was okay and everything, but they didn’t like any of the same things, 
and in bed he was just downright boring. She would rather sleep than try to get 
into anything with him. Jim was a nice enough guy. And he had a job. He was 
the assistant manager at the Hardee’s off the next exit up. He’d been doing 
that for ten years, can you imagine? Waffle House wasn’t any better, but she 
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didn’t plan to be there forever. 
So when she stopped seeing Jim and Cheryl asked her if she would be cool 

with her asking him out, CB said go for it. She didn’t want to hold anyone 
back. She figured Cheryl wanted some stability, and she figured Jim did offer 
that, but stability sounded a lot like boring to her. Anyway, they’d been seeing 
each other for about two months now, and Cheryl felt like she had to text CB 
and ask if she thought Jim would like this or that. It’s like she’s afraid she’ll do 
the wrong thing around him. CB never thought about that when she was with 
Jim, maybe because she just didn’t care. She cared, but she just didn’t think 
too hard about what would make him happy. He was just kinda there, and she 
was just kinda there, and she didn’t think either one of them was really into it. 

Last night, Barry asked her out. It was about 11:00 pm, and she was walking 
over to see if he wanted some more water—he never drank anything but 
water. She was pouring it up, making small talk, and he asked her if she 
wanted to see a movie with him sometime. He said they could go to the drive-
in over in Pikeville, or they could go to that new place up at the mall they built 
off the interstate. Now, she didn’t have anything against Barry, but he was not 
exactly what she was looking for in a man. He drove a truck for the city, 
delivering stuff to the schools, and sure he made decent money, but he’s got to 
be at least ten years older than her, and she knew he had an ex-wife and some 
kids, maybe three of them. She just didn’t want a bunch of messes to clean up. 
She ain’t making any babies, and she don’t want to take on nobody else’s 
babies. 

The funny thing was she said that going to a movie with him sounded fun. 
She didn’t know why she said it—a complete lie, coming right out of her 
mouth—but he smiled real big and said they could go on Thursday. Barry was 
a regular and knew her schedule, knew a lot about her, really. Probably too 
much. She just smiled and said she was looking forward to it, all laughing and 
giggly like some damn stupid schoolgirl, which she definitely ain’t.  

She knew she shouldn’t date customers because if things don’t work out, 
and they usually don’t, you just lost another paying customer. And the regulars 
tend to tip better, but she wasn’t thinking about that when Barry asked her 
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out. She was thinking it would be good to do something with someone and to 
get out of the house and away from Cheryl and all her questions. So she gave 
Barry her number to text her but he hadn’t sent anything. She wouldn’t be 
surprised if he didn’t have a phone that could text—really, a lot of the men in 
this town were that way. And half the ones who could text couldn’t spell 
worth a damn. Sometimes, she’d send the messages to her mom and they 
would laugh and laugh about the things men text.  

CB would do anything to make her mom laugh, these days. She was 
depressed, and it always got bad around November. Then it got worse at the 
holidays, cresting in a wave of sheer blackness by January that crashed into her 
soul in February. It’s a cycle CB’s seen again and again. So she saved up some 
of the really funny texts for those months, like putting money in the bank for a 
rainy day. She knew her mom was gonna need it. 

Her mom was diabetic and hadn’t worked in a couple of years. She had back 
problems, depression, Crohn’s, and God knows what else. She saw her a few 
times a week at her little trailer, but it was just so damn gloomy going over 
there. Her brother, Lloyd, never went to see their mom, never called, and 
most of the time no one even knew where he was. And that’s probably not a 
bad thing. Her mom kept his brat kid, Anthony, a holy ten-year-old terror. 
Now, she’s fine with kids, but this kid was the spawn of Satan, and not many 
people could stand being in the room with him. But her mom babied him. And 
Lloyd couldn’t stay out of jail, much less keep a job, so they were always 
scrambling to take care of Anthony. CB got sick of it—the whole situation. 
Sometimes, she thought about moving away to Montana or someplace where 
no one knew her, just to start over. But she guessed she couldn’t do that since 
she had a date with Barry on Thursday night.  

She didn’t tell Cheryl that Barry and she were going out. She liked to have 
some secrets, at least temporarily. It’s not like she won’t find out, but for 
now, CB was keeping it to herself. It made her feel a little mysterious, and 
then when she could get the maximum effect, she’d tell her and she’d tell Jim 
and it would be awkward for them. Maybe it was childish, but you gotta have a 
little drama to keep things interesting. Now, she didn’t like heavy drama, well, 
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at least not anymore. That was all out of her system.  
CB went back inside the Waffle House to finish her shift. Tomorrow night, 

Barry would be picking her up for a night of God knew what. 
 

Her mom was happy CB had a date. She thought CB needed a man in her life, 
and that if she didn’t have a man around, then something was wrong. CB could 
take it or leave it. She liked going out, usually, and liked the sex, sometimes, 
but, mostly, she found herself thinking that she would rather be working, 
making money, or just listening to music.  

When she told Larry this, he said she was crazy. But Larry was man crazy; 
he was dating a different one every other week. She couldn’t even keep up 
with the names and the pictures and all of it. And if you thought the text 
messages she got from her handful of boyfriends were funny, you should see 
the stuff that Larry got. She couldn’t share them with her mom, though, 
because they tended to be more on the X-rated side. She didn’t think her mom 
would like it, especially if she knew the texts were gay, but CB sure did get a 
kick out of them.  

 
When Barry picked her up, she couldn’t help but notice how clean he was. It 
was like he took some miracle bath as part of a makeover on a talk show. She 
recognized him, but only as someone she couldn’t quite place.  

She didn’t do anything special for the date. She showered, of course, and 
her clothes were clean, but that’s not exactly special. Barry didn’t seem to 
mind. She let him come to the door and ring the doorbell even though she 
could see him out the window of her apartment. And she let Cheryl answer the 
door. She didn’t think Cheryl knew Barry.  

She heard Barry’s voice ask for her, and Cheryl yelled, “CB, someone is 
here for you,” and she walked into the room like she was all surprised to see 
him. She was the most polite person, as she introduced Cheryl to Barry, and 
then off they went.  

They had dinner at this place near the mall. It was kinda fancy until you 
looked at the clientele—mostly the same people she’d waited on at her job. 
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The food was okay, but Barry kept complimenting her. Most people like 
compliments, but for her they were a real turn off. They made her feel like 
somebody wanted something from her. So she just smiled a big stupid smile 
and said thank you over and over as he complimented her, her hair, and how 
good she was at her job. Come on. She waited tables. She’s not feeding hungry 
children or making the world a better place or anything like that. You’d think 
she was some genius the way Barry was talking. It made her a little sick to her 
stomach and she went to the bathroom twice before they even finished dinner. 
And he kept smiling.  

Now, CB’s not a big movie person. She gets restless. There were times 
when a movie could keep her attention, but mostly she was bored. She wanted 
to go outside. She wanted to find a quiet place and shut her eyes.  

She made Larry get her the biggest soda they had so she would definitely 
have to go to the bathroom at least two times during the movie. She told him 
that she should sit on the end of the row so she didn’t have to step over him. 
He looked a little annoyed, but she didn’t care.  

The movie was supposed to be funny, but it was only funny to the people in 
the movie. The handful of people in the theater didn’t laugh at the jokes, 
except for Barry. Everything was hilarious to him. He nudged her a few times, 
laughing. She guessed he thought her laughter would come with a little 
encouragement. She faked it, but she didn’t think she sounded very 
convincing. It was like a joke between her and the actors up on the screen. 

When Barry took her home, he seemed like he was in a hurry, like she was 
something he needed to get out of his truck real fast. When they got to her 
apartment, she saw Jim and Cheryl sitting outside, talking to some of the 
neighbors, and as soon as Barry put the truck in park, she was on him, kissing 
him hard. He seemed completely surprised, not sure if she was attacking him 
or what. He tried to kiss back but she hardly noticed because she was watching 
Cheryl and Jim out the window. They pretended not to see her, so she tapped 
the horn a little. It was so loud. Everyone looked, and Barry laughed. She 
smiled and waved at Cheryl and Jim, but she wasn’t sure they could see her 
too well. She told Barry she had to go, or something, and climbed out of the 
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truck. She didn’t hear if he said anything back. 
She walked up to Cheryl and Jim who looked a little uncomfortable. They 

were drinking hot chocolate, wearing their sweaters and gloves, even though it 
wasn’t that cold. She saw the steam coming off the mugs and noticed that 
Cheryl was drinking out of her mug. It was the red one that she used in the 
morning. CB never said Cheryl couldn’t use that mug, but Cheryl knew it was 
hers and that she used it almost every day.  

CB looked at Cheryl and Jim, sitting there in the moonlight with the 
neighbors, and couldn’t take it any longer. That was her mug, and Cheryl 
shouldn’t be out there with Jim. So, she grabbed the mug from the step, all hot 
and smelling so sweet, and she threw the hot chocolate at Cheryl’s face.  

Cheryl screamed and Jim called her a crazy bitch and the neighbors were 
yelling. CB was stunned. She thought Cheryl had it coming. That was CB’s 
mug and Cheryl knew it. But the mug was just the manifestation of all the 
things that didn’t make sense in her life—all of it held together in the mug’s 
thick ceramic casing. The steam from the hot chocolate taunted her. The ease 
with which it rested, like it was some innocent object, sitting there, bringing 
pleasure to whomever picked it up. She couldn’t bear the sight of it. She didn’t 
understand why no one else saw the mug for what it was. It was like the secrets 
were said out loud but everyone else pretended not to hear. It was an excessive 
politeness that she couldn’t bear. It was hard to accept that from now on 
everyone would look at her differently. 

 
 

### 
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Michael Balletti 

Turnaround 
 
 
Mia was one of my prized pupils—a fierce combination of desperation and 
ambition that comes along once in a generation. Believe me, I know. 

She had it all from the get-go. An alcoholic mother, an absentee father, and 
a string of would-be stepfathers who did nothing to strengthen her belief in the 
compassion of mankind. 

But it was Mia’s cunning that made her so appealing. She learned quickly to 
manipulate, to use her sultry eyes and dimpled smile to get what she wanted. 
Most of the time that meant oblivion: booze, pills, or power. Yet, violence 
came easily to Mia, and there were many nights when her brutality dovetailed 
savagely with lawlessness. And there was nothing more enchanting than 
watching a beautiful young woman descend into a self-destructive abyss. At 
least, not to me. 

I had witnessed other women who were more corrosive, more hostile, 
more vicious, but Mia had that spark, that undefinable quality that makes one 
truly unique, truly exceptional. She could put you at ease with a disarming 
laugh all while calculating your gruesome demise. The reputation she earned in 
her God-forsaken little burb brought a tear to the eye.  

Oh, Mia could have been the one! Or at least one of the ones. 
But the human will remains a mystery, even to those with infinite 

experience. As time passed, Mia’s sharp tongue and even sharper claws grew 
softer, more subdued. The radiant hellfire that once surrounded her dimmed, 
and the desire to climb out of the mire became all-encompassing. She tore off 
the black veil, and eyes that once housed deliciously dark thoughts and awful 
actions turned honest and kind. 

It was my fault. My whispers were not loud enough—despite my best 
efforts. Sadly, the net that I cast could not bring the fare to the table. 
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Charitable and courteous are words that describe Mia now. It turns the 
stomach to behold such a transformation. The fear and awe she once 
commanded are now just bittersweet memories. So much promise, so much 
hope. That disgusting little town now holds her in the highest regard. Mia’s 
past has been forgiven, or at the very least forgotten, and the terror and dread 
she once provoked from her neighbors have been replaced with respect and 
admiration. 

It was hard to accept that from now on everyone would look at her 
differently. 

 
 

### 
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Lisa De Luca 

Flower Girl 
 
 
It wasn’t until her parents took her outside on that cloudless Sunday morning 
that they noticed there was something wrong. They knew they should consider 
themselves lucky; it’s not as if their daughter were sick, or injured, or 
unhappy. But there was something disquieting about watching their little girl 
toddle barefoot through the back garden, leaving a trail of flowers in her wake.  

“Maybe it’s our fault for naming her after a flower,” they said, as buds 
instantly sprouted and then bloomed where her feet had been only seconds 
before. “Perhaps it was just a one-time occurrence and it will never happen 
again. Or maybe we are both having the same dream at the same time.” But it 
wasn’t a one-time occurrence. Nor was it a dream.  

During infancy, Daisy was the most ordinary of children. Sometimes her 
parents felt hurt that she wasn’t the sort of baby to elicit coos from other 
mothers and fathers in the supermarket or to draw rueful smiles from childless 
women approaching that age when the possibility of offspring would soon be 
extinguished. Most people just passed Daisy by without giving her a second 
glance. 

It was only when she took her first steps that things began to change. It 
wasn’t a gradual transformation. It happened all at once. With those first 
footfalls, Daisy’s dull brown eyes took on the luster of polished mahogany, her 
dirty blonde hair suddenly glowed with golden highlights, and her once angular 
features seemed finely chiseled, as if carved by a master sculptor. 

“Look how proud she is,” her parents said. “She is positively beaming.” 
From that day on, Daisy walked with the stability and confidence of 

someone who had been doing it for years. There was no wobbling, no 
tumbling, no holding on to coffee tables and chair legs for support. Daisy was 
up and about walking, climbing, and running through the house with the 
nimbleness and dexterity of a tiny gymnast. They should have known that was 
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highly unusual, but since Daisy was their first child, her parents convinced 
themselves they had been mistaken in their belief that learning to walk would 
be a more difficult process than it turned out to be. In their hearts, they knew 
something was amiss, but they were able to feign ignorance until that Sunday 
in the garden. 

At first, everyone thought Daisy’s newly discovered ability was a precious 
gift. “Such a beautiful child,” they exclaimed, “and the way flowers just sprout 
up like a carpet under her feet. It’s like there is so much goodness inside her 
she can’t contain it.” Daisy was often asked to be a flower girl in local outdoor 
weddings. Every bride in town wanted to walk down an aisle laden with 
freshly bloomed flowers, feeling their velvety softness underfoot as they 
marched toward a new life.   

For quite a while, barefoot weddings were all the rage in their little 
community. Until the day the mayor’s daughter married the high school 
principal’s son. Daisy had been learning her alphabet and this celebration of 
love must have set her thinking about other words that started with the letter L 
because the wedding party walked down an aisle of lupines, lilies, and lilacs.  

Until then, the bride had forgotten she was allergic to lilies. Her reminder 
came abruptly when she started sneezing and her eyes puffed up. The poor 
young woman missed her own wedding reception because the minister called 
an ambulance right after the ceremony, when she started wheezing 
uncontrollably.  

That is when people began to talk about how Daisy was cursed, how only an 
evil force could interfere with the natural world in such a way. “There is 
something not quite right about that girl,” they whispered as she passed them 
on the street. “I can see it in her eyes.” 

As the years passed, Daisy’s flower trails began to reflect her moods. If her 
heart was happy and full of sunshine, buttercups and daffodils would follow her 
footsteps. But if she was in somber spirits, as was increasingly the case given 
the hostility of her neighbors, Daisy would sow thistles and stinging nettles. Of 
course, this only served to strengthen the townsfolk’s belief in the darkness of 
her soul. 
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Daisy’s parents deliberated over what to do. They tried to prevent her from 
going barefoot but even with several pairs of heavy woolen socks and thick-
soled boots, the flowers still came. They paved their front and back yards and 
forbade their daughter from walking on the grass or in the dirt. Although this 
reduced the number of flowers, they still popped up in the cracks and crevasses 
that inevitably appeared in the pavement and in the spaces between patio 
blocks. They tried to keep Daisy inside, but if they didn’t dust and vacuum 
several times a day, flowers grew from the carpets and germinated in the 
tiniest specks of dirt on the kitchen floor.  

By the time she reached school age, it became impossible for her parents to 
control Daisy and her wandering feet. The thought of her going out into the 
larger world without their protection frightened them. So they took her to the 
doctor.  

“Well, there is nothing physically wrong with your daughter,” the doctor 
said after he had administered several tests. “It appears to be an affliction of the 
mind. And she is a very willful child. You’ve said yourselves that no matter 
how many times you tell her to stop spreading flowers with her feet she just 
keeps on doing it. I would advise you to send her to the Milburn School for 
Delinquent Girls. They will straighten her out.” 

The staff at the Milburn School for Delinquent Girls prided themselves in 
being able to tame even the most rebellious of children. “Disobedience is a 
state of mind,” they explained, “with a careful regimen of therapy and 
medication, we are always able to get to the root of the problem and set our 
girls back on the road to success.” But Daisy proved to be too much of a 
challenge for them. She failed to respond to their treatment, and her animosity 
at being confined within their walled garden was such that poison ivy and 
bindweed soon filled their grounds. 

“This just isn’t the right place for her,” they advised. “We believe that 
Daisy’s problem is spiritual rather than mental. You need to seek the assistance 
of a medium or a priest who can drive out the evil spirits that have clearly 
lodged themselves in her soul.”  

So Daisy’s parents consulted with spiritual advisors from a variety of 
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sources. They circled the globe, searching out the world’s most notable clergy, 
gurus, healers, and psychics. But none of their rites, rituals, ceremonies, or 
séances succeeded in ridding Daisy of her flowering feet, which were now 
spilling out her sorrow with rue and bleeding hearts. 

“What ails this child is so inherent in her being,” they counseled, “it goes 
beyond our powers. This condition is so firmly ingrained in her body, her 
mind, and her soul that only Daisy herself can cure it. But don’t give up. 
Everything you have done so far has not been in vain. Take her home and keep 
persisting. You just have to find a way to make her want to get better and she 
will.” 

Daisy’s parents returned home and enrolled her in the local public school. It 
broke their hearts when the other children laughed and pointed when Daisy 
lifted her feet on the playground and revealed the flowers beneath. “Look:  
passionflower. I told you Flower Girl had a crush on you,” the boys would 
taunt as they poked each other. “Why so sad, Flower Girl?” the girls would 
giggle when queen’s tears bloomed under Daisy’s feet.  

“Children can be cruel,” her teachers said, “but maybe this is what it will 
take to convince her to stop sowing. Peer pressure can sometimes be used to 
encourage positive choices.” It hadn’t taken long for Daisy’s teachers to see 
that she was not like the other children. Just as her parents had done before 
them, they sought the advice of experts in the field of child psychology and 
behavioral science. That is when the term sowing began to be used. “Have you 
ever had another sower?” new teachers would ask their mentors. “Daisy has 
been sowing since she learned to walk,” the guidance counselor would explain 
when presenting her at case conferences and team problem solving meetings. 

Daisy’s parents and teachers worked together to train her to sow 
selectively. By the time she was in middle school, Daisy had limited her sowing 
to her own backyard, her grandmother’s garden, and her cousin’s sandbox. At 
first she would run home from school as soon as the three o’clock bell rang, 
kick off her shoes, and immediately head to the backyard, but in time she was 
able to reduce her sowing to weekends and then just special occasions. 
Eventually, she was able to stop sowing altogether and when she walked across 
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the stage to receive her high school diploma, Daisy was for all intents and 
purposes a normal girl. 

The doctor who had treated her as a child retired with the satisfaction of 
knowing that it was his referral to the Milburn School for Delinquent Girls that 
had started her on the path to recovery. The board of directors at that 
institution often referred to their insight in recognizing her need for spiritual 
guidance. The clergy, gurus, healers, and psychics who had treated her spirit 
congratulated themselves and her parents: “We always knew she would free 
herself if only she had the proper guidance.” Her teachers prided themselves on 
their dedication: “We made a real difference in that girl’s life.” Her parents 
breathed a collective sigh of relief knowing their daughter would live a normal 
life. 

When Daisy saw herself reflected in others’ eyes, she no longer saw a freak 
of nature who needed to be fixed or a disturbed soul reaching out for help. She 
saw an ordinary woman whose only irregularity was that she walked with a 
slight limp. Not even a limp, really. Just a gait that was a bit off kilter, as if her 
shoes were too tight. Aside from that small difference, she was just like 
everyone else. And for everyone else that was a relief. But not for Daisy. Being 
normal was their dream, not hers. For the rest of her life she would feel a pang 
of regret with each flowerless step she took. It was hard to accept that from 
now on everyone would look at her differently.  

 
 

### 
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Judith Garcia 

Acceptance 
 
 
She could not say what her true feelings for Rupert were. She did not love 
him, had never loved him, although he believed she did. But she did not 
despise him either. At times, she found herself actually admiring him. He had a 
difficult job in difficult times. 

She had built a good life for them in this little coal mining village where 
everyone knew everyone else. Little by little, she had been accepted, at first 
spoken to only because the people felt they must. She was the wife of the head 
man, after all. Later, she was spoken to because she was genuinely liked. 

When their son was born, old Mrs. Kastoric, who lived next door, had 
brought her soup that she said would ease the pain, and it had. Others stopped 
by to see the infant and bless it. She was grateful to all of them. Their kindness 
made her job that much easier. They sat with her and confided in her, and she 
collected their confidences—the stories of their past, their hopes for the 
future, and most significantly, stories of the relics they had managed to secrete 
away. She remembered every detail, particularly the locations of the places 
where they hid their valuables. She, in turn, confided in them, although all of 
her confidences were false. And occasionally, she felt a touch of empathy for 
them, but only a touch. These people were the scum of the earth, their 
existence tolerated only as long as coal was needed. 

Rupert was no longer one of them. He had become the boss, and they felt 
they could no longer trust him. They tolerated him because his replacement 
would probably be worse—an outsider, one of them, harsher, less forgiving. 
They worked hard, watched Rupert warily, and sympathized with his poor 
dear wife. 

And then one day the word came down. The mines were to be closed. In 
less than a month the hydroelectric plant would be open and fully operational. 
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Coal would no longer be needed. 
Rupert paled when he heard. His workers and their families, all doomed. 

They were to continue working as long as they were needed, and then . . . 
well . . . Rupert knew what was to happen to them, and he determined to save 
as many as he could.  

He picked carefully and deliberately. His choices must be strong enough to 
cling to the underside of a coal car until they were well clear of the village, 
then drop from it and lay still while the train passed over them, then to their 
feet and run—run to the woods and from there to the border.  

Each day, three coal cars lumbered out of the village, full of coal. Each day 
three more made their escape. The older ones were resigned to their fates. 
Their consolation was that a few, very few, of their young ones were given at 
least a chance. 

Rupert did not tell his wife what he was doing. If he was caught, he would 
be killed. It would be better for her and their son that she remain ignorant. 
Rupert’s wife learned what Rupert was doing from Mrs. Kastoric. She told her 
how wrong they had all been about Rupert. He had a heart, she said, and she 
credited it to his loving wife’s influence. To do such a brave thing, to help the 
young men and women escape, when it would surely mean death for him if he 
were caught. 

It was not difficult for his wife to believe that Rupert was doing something 
so stupid, so counter to everything expected of him. That was why she was 
here. The authorities had feared when they put Rupert, a man from the village, 
in charge, something of the sort could happen. She was here to see that it did 
not. After Mrs. Kastoric left she notified the authorities. 

The following day, Rupert was dragged through the village and beaten in 
full view of his employees and the villagers. He was thrown into the back of a 
car with blackened windows and driven away. His workers and the villagers 
stood silently watching. Several of the village women took charge of his small 
son, hiding him from the soldiers. Mrs. Kastoric attempted to put her arm 
around his wife to console her, but she shrugged it off. 

A second car pulled up and she got in, ignoring the muffled cries of her son. 
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The car drove off. And the cries faded. She did not care what would happen to 
him or what had happened to Rupert or what would happen to the villagers. 
She would accept and forget. Rupert had loved her but she did not care about 
the torture and death that awaited him. He deserved it. The villagers had liked 
and admired her but she did not care about what would happen to them either. 
But one thing was difficult for her. She had become a respected member of the 
community, as her superiors had ordered. But she had played her part too 
well. No one, not her family, not her superiors, could ever trust her again. 
They would always be skeptical, always have doubts. It was hard to accept that 
from now on everyone would look at her differently. 

 
 

### 
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Benjamin was a man of his word. 
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