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“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”
--Maya Angelou
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The Hush

3
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I'm eating lionfish and bat moths. Since I've been home, I haven't been able to eat
anything else. I can't help myself. My body must need something from them. My mother
tells me that I should eat more things from the land: vegetables, chicken, anything. She
warns that I am going to turn into a fish or a moth. You are what you eat, she says. She
means it as a bad thing, but I wish it were true. Maybe if I ju st ate enough of them, I could
turn into a big, venomous fish with monstrous black wings, half night-butterfly, half
invasive species. A manta ray flying through w ater or swimming through air. Instead, I ju st
swell.
There is a hurricane approaching. It is quiet and tense outside, as if everything is
holding its breath. The casuarina trees stand completely still and the wind doesn't blow.
The cape we are on looks like a photograph of itself, frozen and timeless.
My mother nods toward my belly, which is bulging and pregnant.
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“Maybe we'll have a new mermaid for my birthday,” she smiles and raises her
eyebrows. She believes that she is a mermaid, and by extension her daughters and
granddaughters as well.
I look away and do not answer.
“Or maybe a little Houdini,” she suggests.
I glare at her, wondering if this is an admonishment. She is referring to the way that
I seem to “escape” the trap of Florida, how I have built a life being as far from home as
possible. I refuse to speak. I have said nothing since I've returned.
She ju st smiles.
The whole family is in town for her sixtieth birthday party, which has now turned
into a hurricane party as well. My mother couldn't be more pleased.
“It's only a category three,” she had said when people asked if the party was still on.
“And we have room enough for everyone to stay.”
We've all been through threes before and even though the land that the house sits
on juts out into the water, the house is concrete, big and solid, and m ost of it is raised on
stilts. To her, it was an excuse to turn her birthday party into a slumber party.
“Just the ocean celebrating, too!” she said.
I showed up on the doorstep a few hours ago, so disconnected that I knew nothing of
a hurricane and had forgotten it was her birthday. I'd been avoiding it, coming home. The
air was heavy, w et with ocean and the heat made everything undulate like waves. The
ocean beckoned, telling me that if I ju st w ent out as far as I could and let go, that would
make everything go away.
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They were not expecting me, and certainly not like this. I have been gone for years. I
came home not because I wanted to but because I saw no other choice. I have been carrying
too much. I set the suitcase down on the step. It was heavy; “Excess baggage,” the airline
had deemed. The pack on my back dug into my shoulders. I could no longer secure it
around my waist, so the entirety of its weight rested on my back.
It was my sister who opened the door. She stood silent for a moment, waiting for me
to say something. I ju st pressed my lips tighter. She moved aside.
“Mom,” she called.
“Lux!” my mother said as she came into view. Her smile was big; she must have
thought I was there to surprise her for her birthday. In reality, I ju st had nowhere else to
go. As she took in the whole sight of me, the smile slid off her face.
It was never my intention to come home. I've been gone my whole adult life. My
distance from home is how I measure my accomplishments. Alaska. Ireland. The Czech
Republic. Thailand. The farther, the better. For a long time, I ju st tried not to think about it,
but after so many years of carrying this belly, I knew something was wrong, that this was
not ju st a pregnancy. The weight of that along with the backpack and suitcase became more
than I could carry alone. I needed my mother.
But of course, I came home to find more than ju st my mother. As she ushered me
inside, it was clear that my timing could not have been worse.
“Look who's here!” My mother said to the crowd that had already formed for her
birthday. She moved out of the doorway to make room for the bulk of me, my suitcase and
my belly.
As I stepped inside, my grandmother turned from the kitchen counter, “Lux!”
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My three aunts, who were each set up chopping onions, potatoes, garlic, gathered
round me, all still holding their knives.
“It's such a good time for you to come!” my mother said. “Everyone will be here.” She
talked excitedly, barely stopping for breaths, “Sit down. You must be exhausted. Let us get
your luggage.”
My Aunt Kristi took my suitcase and my Aunt Karolyn took my backpack.
“In her room,” my m other directed.
Aunt Kim hugged me and gave me a kiss on the cheek, “W hat a surprise!”
I could feel the tears welling up and I could not look anyone in the eye. They all
noticed.
“We'll get the prep work done, Karen,” my grandmother said to my mom. “Take
some time to visit.”
My mother ushered me to the corner of the room.
“Are you ok?” she asked. I shook my head no. “What's going on?”

The animals are all taking shelter. The lizards and mosquitoes have disappeared,
gone into hiding. The bat moths have chosen my mother's home. I look up and the ceiling is
covered with them, black fluttering so thick that the white behind them shows through only
in the tiniest of specks, like stars. It looks like a breathing night sky.
No one in my family will do any more to them than try half-heartedly to shoo them
away. When I was growing up, my grandparents joked about their last name, Wilmoth, any
time a moth was in the house. We let the moths in, they said. Don't hurt them, they said.
They are family.
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The women in my family bustle around the kitchen prepping food. My mother is
working on a whole pile of lionfish. They have been trying to eat as many as possible, to
eradicate them from the Atlantic. They are invasive. The story goes that they were being
held at a Florida aquarium when Hurricane Andrew hit. The aquarium burst and they
spilled out into the sea. They are prolific and destructive, spreading like wildfire. They eat
the juveniles of other fish. Their bellies are graveyards of the young.
My mother picks one up from the cooler with a gloved hand. They are venomous,
with large spines running along their fins. Up over the ridge of their backs, spread in wings
across their sides. It is clear they do not want to be touched. She cuts the spines off with
shears, and the lionfish no longer looks lion, without its mane of fins and ferocity. Instead, it
is only fish, striped red and white, brown and beige, looking more like a grouper now, more
like something edible.
She thrusts the fillet knife into its belly and I feel the pangs in my own. These kinds
of feelings are what turned me vegetarian. But now that my belly is so big, vegetables alone
will not sustain it. She skins it.
Between cleaning the others, she fries one up for me. She sets a plate in front of me:
lionfish, carrots, and a potato. It is a silent plea for normalcy. She is trying to dissuade me
from the bat moths. I will not eat the carrots or potato, but she watches as I poke at the
lionfish with my fork. I both feel for the fish and want it inside me. I give in to my hunger.
There is something comforting about it. As I eat the meat, I imagine myself licking
the fish's spines, relishing in the invasiveness, the danger. I want to swallow it whole, not
clean and neat like this. I want to let the spines drag along my insides, spreading pain.
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Because at least then there would be feeling. At least I would know then that I was in my
body, that I exist. I need the reminder.
A bat moth flies from the ceiling and lands next to my plate as if offering itself to me.
I cannot say no. I ignore my mother's glances and pop it in my mouth.
“Look, Lux,” she says. “Just tell us that you are ok. You don't have to explain, but
please ju st respond.”
She sets her hand on mine, trying to get my attention, but I do not feel it. I am not in
my body. I am drifting, floating above, replaying stories of how I came to be here, of my
great-great grandmothers, of what I have found on my travels and what I have not found.

For as long as I can remember, I have been driven to travel. People often think of
travel as freedom, a liberating lifestyle with very few belongings and a plethora of
experiences. But my movement-life has reached a feverish pitch. It's an addiction that
requires ever further distances, ever stranger places. An off-the-grid camp in Alaska, a rice
barge in Thailand.
I know that I do not have the ability to stop and it's ruining my life. How can you
hold down a job when you are in a different country every six months? How do you sustain
relationships when you can't even stay on one continent?
And so the question had to be asked: Why am I doing this? Is it something in my
blood? And my travels, if they have highlighted anything, bring up the family stories of
those women who had come before me, also leaving their own continent behind. My greatgreat grandmothers, Marie and Anna. I thought that perhaps if I found out what I could
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about these women, it would tell me about myself, about why I feel the compulsion to be so
far from home. After all, they did it too.
Here is what I know:
My mother's father's mother's mother, Anna McGourty nee Kenny came to the U.S.
as a single woman some time before 1910. After years of searching historical documents, I
cannot find the ship m anifest for when she arrived. She was born in Elphin, Ireland, and left
before she could put down any roots.
My mother's mother's mother's mother, Marie Suchy nee Vojik was born in
Bohemia, or what is now the Czech Republic in 1887 or 1889, depending on which census
records you look at. She grew up in a town called Hvozdany and completed school up to the
eighth grade. She immigrated to the United States in 1910, when she was either 21 or 23.
The strange thing about Marie is that there are records about her, but none of them agree.
She came on the Grosser Kurfurst, arriving in New York on June 6,1909. In my travels I've
been collecting documents, hoping that they might point me toward some kind of truth.
Marie Vojik, passenger number 1 0 1 6 2 3 0 1 0 2 4 7 , line 7 on the ship manifest. It says
she had grey eyes and that she had paid her own way and had twenty-five dollars in her
pocket. She put Sedlo as her birthplace, ju st like the woman on the line above her. This is
not where she was born. She came to the United States with no family and a secret. Or
maybe it's more correct to say she came without the secret, leaving it behind so that her
American family would only find it decades after she had died.
The kitchen darkens. My stepfather is putting shutters on the windows, readying the
house for the storm.
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“Let's get some fresh air while we still can,” my mother says, ushering me outside
and sitting me in an adirondack on the wrap-around balcony. The clouds are starting to
gather in the distance, but it still looks like your everyday squall.
She gives a look to my stepfather, which I know is about me, as if I am a child who
will not notice these exchanged glances. I hate being home.
He nods and my mother goes back inside to play hostess. She has decided that since
the winds are getting raucously excited about celebrating her sixtieth, she needs to amp up
the party to a category three in kind.
The noise of the drill securing shutters has stopped, and I notice this absence before
I even noticed the sound. My stepfather puts his hand on my shoulder but says nothing. We
stand on the veranda watching the ocean start to roil. I wish I could be in it, weight off my
feet, my back.
“It's good to have you home,” he says. This has been repeated by so many people,
but when he says it, it sounds sincere. I feel like the hurricane and I are conspiring to ruin
Mom's birthday party, but he and my mom don't seem to see it that way.
“Everyone is really happy to see you,” and he smiles in this way that is so like my
grandfather that I alm ost start to cry.
“I can't believe she's turning sixty. When I look back at the pictures, I can see how
much we've changed, but it doesn't feel like that. It feels like she's still working at Weeki
Wachee and I'm still seeing her for the first time. I rem em ber that very first time so well.” A
sliver of a smile crosses his face as he gets lost in the memory and then continues.
“I was at Weeki Wachee to give dive lessons and ju st happened to stop by the
theatre because I was curious about the so-called mermaids. It was somehow both hokey
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and magical. There were only a few people in the audience. The mermaids flowed in unison,
locking arms and shaking their tails to the left and to the right like they were in some kind
of fishy chorus line. They were all smiles and flips and you could alm ost forget that every
few minutes they were going to suck air out of their hoses.”
I wince. This makes me feel like I am not mermaid enough. I cannot be all smiles and
flips.
“They had this tube that the mermaids would come through. It shot them straight
out into the tank so that they were on an underwater stage. And every time your mother
came through that tube, it was like she was being born,” my stepfather laughs.
“You know, I would have never guessed the kind of trouble she was having on land.
Because when she was in the water, well she was pure joy. And that first time I saw your
mother come straight out of the tube, dressed in her mermaid costume and waving, I felt
really sure she was looking straight at me, so much so that I found myself waving back. She
started to sing and I knew she was singing to me. That was some siren call. Well, of course
she w asn't even singing but ju st moving her mouth, because no one can sing underwater
right? But that voice filled the theatre and got inside my head. She swirled and flipped and
lip synced lyrics that she never believed about giving up fins to be on land. The other girls
used the air hoses to breathe, but your mother, she w ent that whole song smiling and
dancing and swimming.”
“There was a time I was worried that she would lose her magic, you know? But she's
still mermaid as ever. She moves like she's flowing in currents.”
I am self-conscious about the way I am lumbering these days, not like a mermaid at
all. I am as graceful as a bag of rocks.
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But that is my fault, anyway. I've been trying to weigh myself down, to keep myself
from drifting and disappearing. I've been collecting rocks as I travel, tiny bits of land from
each place I've been, an attem pt at connecting with the place, trying to find a home that
isn't this home. Rocks from Thailand, Ireland, Alaska, the Czech Republic. I pick the ones
that look strange, that have rings like nooses, or are colors that rocks shouldn't be. Some of
them break apart into pieces, too brittle to travel all this way.
I push them inside me, hope that they will help make me more solid. Maybe if I can
absorb the place into my blood, I will be able to stay put, to feel like I belong on land. I want
to be soil enough that plants can grow on me, to be earth enough that their roots will grow
through me, bind me to the ground. I want to be able to nurture something. I feel them
dissolve, break into particles and become part of my blood. They rub against my insides,
leave flakes of themselves in my sinews. These traces change my cells, so that the karsts of
Thailand run through my veins, the ruins of Prague's past rest in my heart. Am I more rock
than woman now?
It makes me bumpy. Lumps circulating through me. When the slate from Ireland
runs down the veins in my leg, it pushes against the skin and you can see it if you look
closely enough. It makes me so sensitive. Like the way I wiggle when you touch my skin
where the rocks from Denali ju t out. Or the way I cry when you touch the Florida limestone.
The ones that really get me are the ones that shine and radiate in the water. I can't
help myself from picking those even though I know. I know that when I get home they
w on't be so smooth and shiny, that it's not the rocks themselves but that briny dew that
covers them. These I take special care with, wetting them with my juices, trying to restore
their luster. But it never stays.
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I can't carry them all, of course. They fall out as I travel, becoming a trail of
breadcrumbs, a way home that I never want to need. When I visit the sea, its waves climb
up to my feet, time and again, and the ocean eats the breadcrumbs. Small beaks of wave
crests nibble at the shore, making it so that I will not be able to find my way home again, or
back to any of the places I've tried to put down roots.
This doesn't stop me from continuing to collect them, picking up the ones that feel
m ost like the place. The one with the texture of Thailand. The one with the dampness of
Prague. Pushing it up inside me, I walk farther from home. It is the only way to move
forward.
No wonder my belly is full.

“Frozen sky juice!” My mother shows up suddenly, breaking into the silence with a
blended version of sweetened condensed milk, coconut juice, and spiced rum.
I could really use a drink. She hands one to my stepfather and one to me.
“I made you a virgin one, of course,” she explains and I look down at my belly.
Honestly, I am not sure what's going on, if I am pregnant or not. I've had this belly too long
for it to be a child. It's been years.
“I held the rum,” she goes on, “but added some vanilla with cinnamon and nutmeg to
make it a little more special.” She sprinkles her fingers over my glass as if she is adding
fairy dust, or more likely, mermaid dust.
“We have to use the blender and the ice while we still can. I don't know how long the
electricity is going to last. Anyway, you should come inside.” She nods toward my stomach
and I can tell she is picturing a palm tree speared by the wind through my middle. The
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winds have ju st barely started moving. The casuarina trees are beginning to whisper,
spreading rumors about the approaching storm.
The doorbell rings as guests start to arrive and my mother goes to greet them with
sky juice. My stepfather follows her, eyes on her tail.
As the winds start to pick up, I can hear the party picking up too. The music and
chattering blows out onto the balcony and wraps around me like a corset, stifling. But
perhaps the festivities will distract people from my state and I will get some time alone. I
set the sky juice on the railing of the balcony and then push it over the edge, ju st to watch it
fly.

The house is an old beachy-colonial type thing that's seen its share of hurricanes. It's
on the tiny tip of one of the many islands that make up the intracoastal waterway on the
east coast of Florida, an area where it's difficult to tell where the land begins and the ocean
ends because of all the islands, inlets, and bays. From this corner of the veranda, I can look
left out into the Atlantic or right into the Indian River, which isn't a river at all, but a lagoon.
The house used to sit on stilts, a good idea when you're surrounded by water like
this. But the area underneath was converted into a separate space for me when I was a
teenager and the main house couldn't hold me and my anger anymore. That room is still as
I left it, housing all the things I couldn't take on my travels: stuffed animals, yearbooks. It's a
stifling space, honestly, holding memories I don't need to be reminded of, but I want to
sneak off while people are occupied. Maybe I could spend the whole hurricane party in my
old room, brooding alone.
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I can't party right now. I can't embrace the celebration of my mother's age. I am too
concerned with myself. Too worried that I will never grow old. That the weight inside me
will pull me down and bury me back into the earth. This, to me, sounds like hell. I want to
float. To swim. To fly.
As I round the corner of the balcony to go downstairs, my sister catches me.
“Really?” she says.
I know that I am caught. I give up and lean my elbows on the railing, looking out to
sea so I don't have to look at her.
“I'm taking bets that you're going to have a hurricane baby,” she says. I give her a
sideways look. I don't w ant to think about labor. In fact, I've been not thinking about it for a
long time since it seem s to never come. I have taken to thinking of this belly as ju st some
extra weight I've gained. But it's pretty clear that's not the case.
“You know, it's really common,” she continues. “The air pressure lowers and it
makes people go into labor.”
She looks at me in the silence and I look away, “You're about to burst. You must be
ready.”
The wind blows harder and the w ater starts looking more calm than the air. I keep
my eyes on the horizon, out to sea where the stormwall is coming into view. The stark line
of it is unnatural, shockingly defined. I have never thought of weather like that before, as
having hard and fast lines. W eather always seemed to be something nebulous, cloudy, if
you will. As if rain always slowly tapered off and wind had no boundaries. As the hurricane
approaches, I am forced to consider that this is not the truth, that perhaps there are lines
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where the rain is and where it is not. As we look out across the ocean, we can see where the
hurricane starts. Light and dark.
And yet, even that is not really true, once you look closely. From far away, it looks
like there are lines. It seems like you can see the wall of the storm. But once it gets close,
you realize that you can't tell the moment that the hurricane has begun. You cannot stand
one foot inside and one foot out. Looking closely, when you are in the throes of it, the lines
are impossible to draw.
The waves are starting to pick up and so is the rain. A black speck of ocean grows in
the swells. It flaps and rocks and moves closer, its stormy-water iridescence turns to duppy
moth iridescence. It lands on the railing of the balcony, between my sister and me. I am
careful not to turn my head, not to look at it because I know she is watching me. But my
eyes slowly wander from the moth to my sister and back.
“Come inside,” she says. “Have a real dinner. You don't have to handle this on your
own.”
I know I am getting close to crying so I turn away.
“It's Mom's birthday.”
My mother. My weakness.
I say nothing so my sister leaves in a huff. I am alone with the moth, thankfully. The
moment she's inside, I shove it in my mouth. It's not surprising that I have been eating
death. The bat moths seek me out and land on my shoulders and breasts and ask to come
inside, to be consumed. Each one is a ghost of the past, a great-great aunt from oceans away
who has heard the call of my belly. They flutter towards the balcony, looking for relief from
the wind. I pick up each one, quivering and rainbowed with stories that change in the light
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from black to gold to orange to purple and back. They are late in their migration. They
should be on their way to Alaska by this time in July. Perhaps the hurricane has thrown
them off. Perhaps they've decided that they have too far to fly.
I feel them struggle in my mouth. As I swallow them, I wonder what kind of child is
nurtured on black witch moths. Is he soaking up the stories and strengths of these ghosts?
Or is she dying, becoming a little more ghost each time I eat one? Maybe it's not a child at
all. It's not been a normal pregnancy. I push more and more into my mouth. I cannot stop
myself. My face is iridescent with the powder of their scales.
I hear the door behind me and I wipe my mouth.
It is my grandmother. So, they are bringing out the big guns. I am torn between
wanting to be alone and being comforted by her presence.
“I know you have not been wanting to talk,” she gets right to it. “I can respect that.
There are times of course when silence is best. W e're not going to force you or anything like
that. But we are here for you.”
I pick at the paint on the balcony railing and nod.
“You know,” she turns to me. “The storm and your belly make me a little
sentimental. Your grandfather would have loved to be around to see all these great
grandchildren. All great-grandaughters -- so far anyway. Can you believe it? Just like we
had all daughters.”
“He would have been especially excited about this one,” she smiles at my bulge. “You
know you were always so special to him. First grandchild.”
My silence seeps into the humidity and my grandmother inhales it deeply.
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“Where is that girl? The one whose freckles floated off her smile like champagne
bubbles? Grandpa was so proud of what a free spirit you were. You're carrying a darkness.
We can all see it. And I don't mean the child in your belly. You're not the only one who's
gone through this. Don't think you need to do it alone.”
My belly gets heavier, so I shift my weight. It pulls hard on my back and stifles my
hips so that I do not sit or walk like myself. I wonder what it would be like for others to
help me carry it, everyone gathered round and tripping over each other as they try to
support the burden.
It's only in water that the weight can really be lifted. I know I haven't always been
carrying this, but I can't rem em ber a time before it. I miss my feet. I miss seeing them
planted, having visual confirmation that I was rooted, actually touching the earth, knowing
that the ground could hold me. There's no longer that reassurance. I worry that maybe I am
sinking or drifting away. Maybe the ground will break under the weight that I have become.
It doesn't feel like me and I know that my grandmother is right. There was a happy,
idealistic, traveling mermaid girl who has now been smothered by this heft. I wonder if
she's still inside me, if I could be her again if I ju st let go of it. But how can you let go of
something that's part of you, that's growing inside you? Maybe it's no use anyway. Maybe
that girl has already suffocated and died. Maybe there's not room for both her and the
pregnancy inside me. I want to help her, to grab her hand and pull her out from under the
heaviness. Instead, I push on my belly. I hold it close and try to make myself smaller by
taking more of it inside me. I cover it with my arms as if people might not notice it and
grasp it like a blankie.
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My grandmother allows the silence, staring off into the ocean. The waves are getting
angrier. They rock and launch shadows that flap their wings, sending bat moths toward me.
I pick them up and eat them like chips. They crunch. Triangular and burnt, they poke my
cheeks and my tongue. They fly closer in droves, more and more of them, as if I am a flame.
I snack on the flickering of wings, lose myself in it and the wind starts to rush, gusts in my
hair.
Males and females, they flock to me, landing on my arms and shoulders and the
railing I hold. They need shelter from the hurricane. I want to tell them that I am not a
refuge, that I am dangerous. Instead, I eat them. The males are nearly black, large slate
diamonds with wings bigger than my hands. Daintier, the females are every color, muddled
together into a speckled brown. Purples and oranges and pinks huddle so close to each
other that they form a sparkling gilt. The females have apostrophes on their backs as if they
are quotes and, to bring the point home, there is a white line across their wings to
underscore their bodies. Important words. Watch this space. As I munch, my fingers
become powdery and the golden black dust rings my mouth and falls onto my chin.
In the water, inky ripples curl and flap, bringing more and more nighttime
butterflies. They come straight for me and I pluck them, one by one, fruit of knowledge, as I
stare out into the Atlantic. On some Caribbean islands, they are called duppy bats, named
for the ghosts. They are souls escaped from coffins, sailors never laid to rest, spirits
searching for peace. And they speed toward me, as if heaven is in my gut.
As I eat, I can feel my belly grow, visibly fluttering. My skin becomes aureate,
delicate rococo, spiraling golden and shivering with wing beats. My hair flaps in the wind,
ready to fly me away. The gales pick up more and clouds roll closer. The more I eat, the
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more they come, swarming the sky and blocking out the light. They land on my chest and
face, until I cannot see. Each one adds more weight until I am smothered, unable to breathe,
to scream.
“Lux!” my grandmother cries. She grabs my shoulders and shakes me, scaring the
moths away. “Please, please come inside.”
I smile, for the first time in months, lips flitting and golden. I nod and my
grandmother ushers me toward the house, holding my shoulders. The eclipse of moths
follows, hitting the door as she closes it behind us. We can hear the giant duppies like birds
crashing into the windows of the French door, covering it with blackness and guts and gold.
“Better board up that one, too,” my grandmother says to my stepfather.

Inside, the festivities have started. There's music and chatter and enough going on
that I can almost get away with sitting in the corner by myself. Almost. The party is
spinning, a carousel on which my relatives swing by to say hello.
“Good to see you!”
“So nice you cam e!”
They throw words at me while they make the rounds and most of them don't notice
that I don't respond. The merry-go-round moves too fast for real conversation and it keeps
moving faster, picking up as the winds do.
“Congratulations!” And that feels like a slap.
I know it looks like I am pregnant. I have thought the same thing. I don't know how
else to understand what is happening to my body. But really, this cannot be a child. It has
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been 18 years, three months, and eight days since the last time I had sex. Or well, the last
time sex w ent far enough for pregnancy. I have been counting.
I knew, though, that this day would come. That I would grow so big that I might
burst. It started slowly enough. At first, I couldn't even feel it physically. It was ju st an
awareness, like my mind was in my belly. Some instinct to watch that space. Once in a very
great while, usually on new moons, I could feel discomfort, some sort of pain. It was easy
enough to ignore, for other people not to notice.
I have been to the doctor, of course. The only thing they found was anemia. I have
been anemic for years now and no m atter what I eat, I can't get enough iron. It's like
something is sucking the iron out of my blood. The doctors check me for internal bleeding,
for cancer, for pregnancy. Everything comes back normal. Except for the shape of my cells.
W ithout iron, they are not round. And, of course, there's the fact that my belly ju st keeps
growing. I get asked often when I am due and I would be offended except for the fact that I
might actually be carrying something. I can feel it stir. I don't gain much weight anywhere
else, but my belly keeps extending in a way that only pregnancy brings.
So, I came home.
It has been slow coming. For the first few years, I could ju st could feel my stomach
more than usual. I lost iron and grew a bit. After about six years, I started gaining weight
more rapidly. It was after twelve years that I started to be able to feel it kick. The first time
it kicked me, I vomited. I've gotten more used to it, but I've also started looking more
pregnant. This is why I've had to move so often and why I've been avoiding my family for
years.
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At first it was easy. During my travels in Europe, my belly was still small enough that
it looked like a beer pouch. And I drank often enough that that would have made sense. I
was ju st a chubby American. In Europe, I moved often. It was only in Prague that I stayed
long enough for people to notice me growing. After a few months, I needed to leave. It was
clear that something was not healthy.
In Thailand, my friends and coworkers ju st expected W esterners, Americans
especially, to be fat. They lovingly called me Noi (little) and gave me tips about diet and
exercise. “Maybe you should take a walk some time, Noi. And don't eat so much cheese.” I
could alm ost get away with it there. But soon it became clear that I w asn't growing as much
as I was growing a belly. As I got in a coworker's car, he said, “Maybe you could sit in the
middle seat so the car is not like this.” He tilted his arm to show the way my weight would
pull down the side I was on.
So then, I could only stay in one place for maybe two or three months before people
started asking questions. Ninety days is my maximum. If you stay looking nine months
pregnant for more than a few months, everyone is concerned. So, this is how I've spent my
last six years, constantly on the move.
I came home because I knew it was time, that something was about to happen. And I
was too scared to face it on my own. W hatever it is, I need it to come quick. It is crushing
me.

There is a pound of thunder and the lights flicker. With the noise of the music and
voices, I had almost forgotten about the storm. There's a hush in the room and my mother
decides this is the perfect time to bring out the birthday cake.
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She turns off the lights and places the cake on the edge of the kitchen peninsula. My
aunts and grandmother and great aunts gather round it, each lighting candles revealing
more and more of the cake. Aunt Kristi lights a candle that illuminates a fondant dolphin
and Aunt Kim brings a real sand dollar into view. In the shadows, the pale blue icing looks
like it is undulating.
Together they slowly pick up the massive homage my mother has made for herself.
It is an entire ocean made of sugar, held aloft by the women of my family. As they lift the
cake higher, each of their faces glow out of the darkness, smiling, teeth sparkling like
seashells in the wake.
I step back. I do not want to be illuminated. Everyone begins to sing. I sink into a
corner, grateful for the distraction. In the safety of the blackness, a bat moth lands on my
cheek. I reach my tongue over and take it into my mouth. Darkness around me, darkness
inside me.

The lights are turned back on and the party breaks loose. I am left alone, finally,
while things start to get raucous. I stand at the back door and push it open ju st a crack, to
get some fresh air. I am between the party and the hurricane. They are both really starting
to pick up. It is perfectly poetic for my mother to have a hurricane party for her birthday,
force of nature that she is. The winds and the waves are seeming to kick it up in
celebration. The gusts sing songs as the rain pounds percussion onto the roof. Clouds
gather round and close the shutters, making it difficult to tell the time and protecting us
from the thunder of the hurricane's tunes. The sky spins and twirls, coaxing the whole
house to swing and dance.
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There is something extra in the air, some power from the ocean that fills the
atmosphere. It is as if the sea had been missing the land, was tired of its body being held
separate from the air. The ocean rises up, naked and free of its normal confines, restless
and feisty, teasing the land. And the land, well, it doesn't refuse. The saltw ater tantalizes the
shores, slowly creeping higher and higher, first licking this rock then tickling that tree.
Inside, the scene looks much the same. The drinks flow and the family rocks. The
house sways, from too much wind and alcohol. The uncles become louder and the aunts
steal kisses. My mother holds a pitcher of some blue mixed drink like a crutch, as if it's the
drink that's keeping her steady. Glasses fill as the storm surge rises and the ocean-like
drinks ju st keep coming.
Outside, the dune grasses are shivering with delight. The casuarina trees perk up
and the palms bend to kiss the water. Egged on, the ocean pushes further, salty lips past the
waterline, past the high-tide mark, and the ground ju st lays back and enjoys itself. The sea
climbs higher, to places it shouldn't be, over the docks, nearly to the stairs of the house. The
land is gasping, trying to catch its breath as the w ater presses on, rocking with the swells,
surging ever so slightly with each wave.
My grandmother's laughter grows louder. Some cousins dance so hard that the floor
shakes and others slide and slip like fish. The music is back up loud, playing “Blame It on
the W ater.”

Jack and Jill went up the hill. They said they was goin'for water. Foolish Jill forget
her pill. And now they g ot a son and a daughter. They blame it on the water.
Blame it on the water. Humpty Dumpty was drinkin' on the wall. Humpty Dumpty
had a g reat fall. All his drinkin' buddies and all his drinkin'friends couldn't put
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Humpty together again. Because the water. Blame it on the water. Oh yeah, the
water... It's so sweet-a-leet-a-leet. So sweet. So sweet (Mortimer).
And the water, mischievous as ever, complies, pushing harder into the land. With all
the dancing and undulating, the house inside becomes as salty and w et as the outside. The
land shudders and shakes and the waves roll through it. The earth is subsumed, taken with
passion by the ocean and this little chunk of paradise breaks off, running away to be with
the sea.
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places her in the safety of her mo nth* She flies deeper inside, sprinkling gold on her tongue, her thro at, her in
sides.
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So now we are floating.
After the jolt, it is eerily calm.
The land has broken off in the power of the hurricane and the ecstasy of the party
and we are drifting out to sea. Being pregnant, unfortunately, and sober, unfortunately, I
seem to be the only one who's noticed, the only one who felt my mother's land break. I step
out onto the balcony to see what is going on. The mainland of Florida and the rest of the
island are disappearing as I watch, swept away by the rain and wind. My supposed
homeland drifts out of sight. There's something comforting about this. The m ist of sea and
rain and fog mixes until it feels like we are swimming, the air is so full of water. Despite the
gusts and the downpour, the thunder and the lightning, the hurricane feels like it is holding
us aloft, protecting us.
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And then I hear coughing. It is not coming from behind me, from inside the house.
Instead, it is coming from the shore. The w ater has risen so far that it covers the lawn and is
nearing the stilts of the house. I see a figure moving in the waves.
It is then that the electricity snaps. The lights go out with a burst and the music gets
deafening then halts. There is only the wash of waves and the coughing of a hunched over
shadow.
I go down the stairs, out into the rain. For the first time, I am unshielded and
unafraid. I am not thinking about me and that makes me feel a bit lighter. What, at this
point, have I got to lose?
It is a man. He shows up the same way I imagine Grandma Anna showed up, the way
I imagine I came into the world, clothed only in seaweed and tired on the shore, as if each
one of us had made the entire journey from single-celled organism to w ater creature and
crawled our way onto the land all in this one lifetime. There's a surfboard beneath him. The
kelp wrapped around him covers him in a full-body leathery brown wetsuit, wrists to
ankles, giving him an aquatic skin. This seaweed is not from here. He is waterlogged, as if
he's floated ocean to ocean. I wonder which pole he might have taken.
Storms wash up strange things. Things you might not ever come into contact with
otherwise. And anyway, who even knows where we are now, floating in this sea that's a
cloud that's a hurricane. There are times when you can't turn strangers away. Catastrophes
are one of those times.
And so I help him up, wrap his arm around my shoulder.He smells of driftwood and
wind. My barefeet in the waves and the brine on his skin feel comforting, like a little bit of
home. I can alm ost imagine that I've been swimming by association.
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We move slowly toward the house. On the way he coughs up the ocean. With it
comes dark sand and small rocks, things that aren't from this part of the Atlantic. Agates
and coal. He hasn't opened his eyes, is ju st grasping for something more solid than sea. I am
the only thing to hold on to.
I open the door to my downstairs bedroom and support him as best I can as I lead
him toward the bed. It is pitch black, but I still know the room by heart. It hasn't changed
since I left. He leaves sand and salt on the floor, brings the sea into the house. His breath
fills the air with waves. It is clear that he needs rest.
When we reach the edge of the bed, he falls, immediately asleep.
I say nothing. Above, the party has become silent.

I can hear his breathing in the darkness and I find it unnerving. I grope toward the
bookshelf, feeling for the column candles that my teenage-self loved and light them. Each
one goes a long way toward illuminating the room. I set them in the corners, high so they
give off more light, and in front of mirrors.
I move toward the luggage that my aunts left near my closet. I grab a dry change of
clothes from the backpack. I turn to see if he is sleeping. He is snoring lightly now, a rise
and fall like swells. As he begins to dry, he is covered with a frost of salt. The dried sea
snows down onto the sheets.
I change quickly and then sit on the floor in front of the suitcase. The gusts blow in a
rhythm and the waves crash in time, while the surfer's snores blow too.
I unzip the suitcase and it practically explodes, spilling papers everywhere.
Suddenly, the ground is littered with documents from my travels, documents that I had
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hoped would help me find answers about my great-great grandmothers, about myself. The
suitcase is a trail, a map of the places I've been. Folklore about mermaids from Asia,
historical records of my great-great grandmothers, photographs of female lion tamers,
paintings from Prague.
I'm sure that when I said my life was in this suitcase, people assumed that I m eant it
was everything I owned. In reality, all of my material possessions fit in my backpack. I
carried both with me always, everywhere until I couldn't carry them anymore. I am
ashamed that I couldn't ju st continue.
I pick up a stack of mermaid information. There are old newspaper articles about
sightings, Irish folklore about the mermaids who live in springs. I read them over and over,
something I have done millions of times since I left home. I am convinced that there is
something I am missing, that if I ju st put the pieces together in the right order or connect
the right details, everything will make sense.
“What is that?”
Lost in my thoughts, I didn't notice that the snoring had stopped, that the surfer was
standing behind me, looking at the photograph I held.
I hand it to him, but say nothing.
It is a black and white photograph of a grotesque little creature. It has a fish's tail
with spines running down the back of it and the torso of a vaguely human-like figure. Its
teeth are bared and its eyes sunken in. It is dead, preserved.
He turns the photograph over and finds my hand-written note: Grandma Anna's

circus baby.
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I am suddenly mortified. I grab the picture from him and the memories well up. I
searched for years and never found what I was looking for. Coming home feels like defeat. I
stuff all the papers back in the suitcase and close the lid loosely over them. I can't get them
all back in. He sways toward me and away, trying to decide if he should comfort me or leave
me alone.
“What's your name?” he says.
“Jaclyn,” I answer, which is not what I'm supposed to say. It is the first thing I've
spoken since I've been home. It comes out squeaking, as if I am a pubescent boy. But it's my
own words and it's true.
“How did you get here?” I ask him.
“You'd never believe me if I told you.”
“Try me,” I say. “I believe I am a mermaid and that I can disappear. I could believe
anything.”
And now I have to tell you, dear reader, that I know you are reading this ju st like you
know I am writing it and the lines betw een this story and my own life are breaking down,
so that the only thing I can make Lux say is not fiction. It's true. I wanted to give you this
magical tale of great-great grandmothers and a girl searching for her place in this world,
but the truth w on't let me. Lux won't let me. She's decided she's Jaclyn. She's decided she's
me.
“The ocean brought me,” he answers and I let the silence egg him on. “One minute, I
was surfing and the wind picked me up like my body was a sail. The swell I was riding died
and the gusts carried me out to sea.”
I nod.
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“Is this,” he holds the picture up to a candle to see it better, “a mermaid?”
“Yes.” I sigh. “It's a photograph of the Java Mermaid, an actual artifact found in
Harvard's Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnography. It was found in the storage
room of the museum. Some people believe that this might have been the famed Feejee
Mermaid. But I don't think so. The Feejee Mermaid was supposed to have the torso of a
monkey, which I'm not sure this is and it was supposed to be bigger. This one is only
sixteen inches long.”
“You think you are a mermaid?”
I nod again. I know how ridiculous this sounds and my lower half, with the bulging
belly and human legs, isn't helping.
“Why?”
And like a flood, I burst with words.
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The North Atlantic Laps
My great-great grandmother Anna Kenny stood on the shore, looking out over the
ocean. She was on the boardwalk, posing in a bathing suit.
“Anna, over here!” a photographer called and she snapped back into the scene, smile
flashing and hands poised on hips. She wore a short green tank dress which hugged her
curves and fell ju st at the tops of her thighs. Underneath, were a short pair of shorts. The
dress and shorts were both trimmed in a sparkling light pink quartz, like the insides of
seashells. Lace-up bathing shoes wrapped around her ankles, tied into a bow at the curve
between her knees and calves.
At the turn of the tw entieth century, Anna was ahead of her time, sporting suit that
would come into mainstream fashion ten years later, but it sure was attention-grabbing. It
was scandalous, how tight it was and that made her look even more sea creature, more
exotic. People on the boardwalk stopped to stare.
She pushed the crown of shells on her head back a little further. The weight of the
shells and the starfish on her temple had pulled it down nearly to her eyes. She secured her
short bob behind her ears and and puckered her bright red lips, ready for more close-ups.
“Step right up folks and have a gander at the Irish Mermaid!” An announcer called as
she blew kisses and waved at the crowds.
“You'll never believe the story of this bathing beauty. She's an Irish Rose, a newly
minted American citizen. But she didn't come by boat. Oh no! This lovely mermaid swam all
the way from the Emerald Isle, from Limerick to Montauk. She braved the icy North
Atlantic, sharks and icebergs, in only her birthday suit. She washed up on the shores of
Long Island cold and tired, but after recuperating, she's good as new. And having completed
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such a feat, we're glad to welcome our new est citizen. Watch out, fellas. This one will swim
right into your heart!” And on cue, Anna winked.
For months, she had been showing up everywhere in her bathing suit, which was
not how she envisioned her life in America. She was quite the sensation, signing autographs
on boardwalks and giving interview after interview. Newspapers wrote stories about her
and people would come out to see the girl who could split oceans in two.
That was how she first m et John Monighan. He strolled up to her after a signing and
she loved the way his hair shined. It was entrancing, the sparkle and dazzle of him. And his
words were ju st as captivating.
“Miss Anna Kenny,” he said, sauntering her way. “The Irish Mermaid. So pleased to
make your acquaintance.” He bowed his head, took her hand and pressed it to his lips while
keeping his eyes on hers.
“The name's John Monighan, my dear and I couldn't help but be intrigued with such
a bathing beauty,” he shot her a smile that nearly charmed her right out of her swimsuit.
“I've heard tell that you also have quite a singing voice, really something magical to behold,
isn't that right?”
Anna cocked her head and narrowed her eyes at this man who knew more about her
than a casual observer should.
He cleared his throat, “Well, I've got a proposition for you, if you don't mind me
being so bold.”
But Anna was no sucker. You don't get all the way across the Atlantic being gullible
and soft.
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“Mr. Monighan, was it?” she paused, making it awkward that he was still holding on
to her hand.
“It's a little early to ask for my hand, don't you think?” and she pulled it away from
him to underscore her little joke. “Besides, I can hold it ju st fine on my own.”
Monighan laughed, realizing this was going to work out even better than he
expected. He pulled his card from his coat pocket.
“Of that I have no doubt, my darling siren. But you misunderstand me. It's not a
proposal. Yet --” he winked at her and she had to admit her heart fluttered ju st a bit. “But
rather, a proposition. I represent the greatest little show on earth, Monighan's Roving
Hippodrome and Menagerie. I've been quite impressed with your --” he looked her up and
down, “mermaid skills. We'd love to invite you to join the show.”
He paused for a response, but she ju st raised her eyebrows.
“Well, you see, we'll pay you a small salary and all of your travel expenses, of course.
You'd get to see California and St. Louis, the Mississippi and the desert. It'd be a mighty fine
way to get acquainted with your new country.”
Now, Anna knew that she could only be in so many newspapers and do so many
signings before the money dried up. News only stayed news for so long. So really, this was
an opportunity she needed to jump on.
But she said, “Well, draw up a contract, Mr. Monighan, and I'll have my agent look it
over.” As if she were some big time star. She didn't have an agent, of course, but after she
talked like that, Monighan made her an offer she couldn't refuse. That was how she joined
the circus.
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In reality, Anna didn't swim across the Atlantic. Sure, she jumped in herself, engulfed
in a suddenly green world. She took a few strokes, wondering where she would swim to,
but knowing that she could not go home. But it w asn't long before the ocean was folding
over her, green blankets of waves blocking out an indifferent gray sky. Her world
transform ed from seafoam to fern to emerald to seaweed and all of it was distorted
through the fisheye lens of tears and swells.
First, there was only one. She felt it before she saw it, holding on to her side like a
granny pinching her love handle. It helped pull her along. Then others started coming. She
could see them swimming toward her through the darkness, right toward her as if they
knew it was her they wanted. They had felt the waves she made in the water, smelled the
brine she'd been crying. They made beelines from all directions, like she was a suckerfish
magnet and they held on like that, too. Weird fish, remora, with suction cups on the tops of
their heads. All sizes, little six-inch ones and ones as big as Anna herself. They grabbed on
to every inch of her skin, until none of her was exposed to the frigid water, to the sea life,
the jellyfish and sharks. They moved her like this, pulled her along. Nothing in the ocean
dared to come close to them because all together they looked like one big creature,
breathing and moving in time.
Well, this was the opposite of normal suckerfish, who usually get pulled along by the
animal they're sucking. But they must have known that she was no shark, that she didn't
swim fast and she didn't drop scraps for them to eat. It was as if they empathized with her,
knowing what it was like to not be able to breathe on your own or move yourself through
the water. They can't live long without attaching themselves to something.
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But they all got together and surrounded her, hundreds of them, silvery tails moving
as one. Anna lost consciousness quickly. Once the suckerfish took over, the greens turned
to myrtle and then black.

Anna woke on the shore naked and bruised. The sky was overcast so that the sand
and the clouds were the same gray, sending her head spinning. The world was colorless.
Could this really be America? Seaweed hugged her body and she felt a jab at her side.
As she looked around for the source of the prodding, all she saw was gray: gray skin,
gray hair, gray sky, gray beard.
A few small remora still clung to her. She looked into the face of the old man. A scent
she hadn't smelled for such a long time filled her nostrils. Smoke. America even smelled
gray.
The plumes billowed from out of his mouth as he said, “I'll be right back. Don't
move.” His vowels made round circles that danced with the smoke.
The man took in the sight of her. Hair matted and disheveled, lips puffy with salt
water, skin pink and tender. He wouldn't be the first one to think she was a mermaid. But it
was clear she was unwell and so he left her there to get a doctor.
In the loneliness, she felt empty. She reached for her belly to check for the child, the
reason she had jumped into the ocean. It was as if those fish had sucked it right out of her
and sustained their cross-Atlantic journey on her baby. It was gone.

Anna laid in a bed where she could feel, even with her eyes closed, that everything
was white. For weeks, she had been leaking saltwater, from her eyes, from between her
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legs, out her pores, but she had not woken. The nurse by her bedside read her stories of the
Irish Merrow, hoping that it would remind her where she came from.

Dick Fitzgerald found on the shore a sea-green woman with the sparkle o f dried salt
and a fishtail fo r feet. He just knew she was a Merrow. Getting close, he took the cap from her
head, her cohuleen druith, which allowed her to dive the ocean's depths. He asked fo r her
hand, w ebbed as it was. Well, what could she say? She could not return to the ocean without
her cap.
And three years and as many children later, she found her cap and missed the sea. Dick
waited and waited fo r her, but the children's swimming mother never came back to land.

By the time she opened her eyes, the Merrow stories got into her marrow and she
wasn't sure anymore if she was mermaid or not.
When she did open her eyes, it was because she was coughing, still releasing ocean
water after all these weeks. The nurse called the doctor. Through the seawater, Anna could
see them looking at her.
“Hello, dear,” the nurse said. “We've been waiting for you to wake up.”
She smiled, but when Anna tried to speak, the only thing that came up was brine.
She coughed again.
“That's alright, no need to answer anything,” the doctor said.
But as the days went by, she still could not speak. The nurse began to believe that
Anna could not understand English. But it w asn't English. She had lost her words with her
child, as if they had all been washed away, or sucked right out of her. Only this feeling
wasn't quite an emptiness. It was more a physical sensation in her throat, as if she had
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swallowed an anemone, who was not growing too big for the space in her larynx and stung
each time she tried to speak.
But she could sing.

The first time she sang, it was in gratitude. The nurse watching over her had been so
kind and Anna had been looking for a way to repay her.
The nurse walked in one morning, throwing open the curtains with a smile, “A little
sunlight will do you good!”
And Anna wanted badly to respond, “Thank you, Clare.”
But when she opened her mouth, they were both surprised at what came out. The
notes rocked and swayed, like the ocean floor at a tideline. The song rose and fell in equal
parts doleful and ecstatic. And the words, well they came out in Gaelic, a language that
Anna had heard but didn't speak quite well so that she had no idea where they came from
or what she was singing.
And Clare, in response, began to cry and the crying rocked her like a gentle lullaby
and she floated to places far away and sank into the bedside chair, falling fast asleep.
But Anna dreamt, too, as she sang. She could not tell if it was a nightmare or the
m ost beautiful dream. She was back in the ocean. The remora shimmered around her, as if
she was being held by the stars. But it was cold. They held so tight that she could feel her
blood being sucked to the surface of her skin. She was purple black with bruises, a speck of
sanguine nighttime sky in the sea. The world around her was blue and flowing. There was a
comfort to it, the way that things were out of focus, softer. They moved like breathing, Anna
and the suckerfish all in one motion, moving forward and stopping, forward and stopping.
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On a forward inhale motion they were suddenly in a cloud. Brown and beige fans
were everywhere, striped and waving. The w ater became warm, too warm. It burned her
skin. Red and white stripes licked like flames. They seared her. She was in an underwater
cloud of fire. This should not be, they should not be there. Her remora spasmed and jerked,
no longer moving as one. They sank, becoming a weight that pulled her down. They tried to
escape the fiery cloud, the stinging fish. As she sank lower, the child in her belly fluttered,
gasping for air and Anna could see her, swimming, flying away from her. The child was
dainty white moth, pulsing toward the sky, toward the sun, swimming into a mermaid,
becoming free as Anna sank deeper into the depths of the ocean.
Anna was sensitive to these things, looked for meaning in the gentlest of zephyrs.
The sm allest hiccup could send her into a spiral. She woke from this dream in tears, always,
but couldn't tell if she was overcome with sadness or joy. All she could feel was the
unbearable delicacy of being filled with the ocean and empty of child.

It turned out that these songs, coming from the depths of Anna, would put anyone
who heard them to sleep. It was euphoric and disconcerting, so Clare wanted to share it
with everyone. She brought in the doctor and her family, a priest and the mayor. Each one
fell into a soft slumber, punctuated with their own heartache and ecstasy.
The doctor was a boy in his mother's arms again while the mayor relived his
adolescent love and her withering away from typhoid.
Clare was so enamoured with Anna's singing that she asked Anna if a newspaper
reporter could come and write a story about it.
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Anna was uncertain. For days, when Clare would ask about it, Anna would squish
her face and shake her head no.
Then Clare arrived with a gift.
“I have something for my Merrow,” Clare said, holding the box in front of her.
She handed it to Anna, who examined the white hat box itself, smiling with
gratitude.
Clare giggled, “Open it.”
Inside, was a crown made of seashells, white and pink. Anna lifted it out of the box.
“Your own little cohuleen druith,” Clare said. “Put it on.”
Anna did so excitedly, fitting it over her head so that the starfish rested ju st on her
temple.
“Thank you,” Anna said.
“You spoke! You're welcome! You spoke!” Clare hugged her.
Having her words back, Anna felt a little more herself and agreed, finally, to the visit
from the newspaper reporter, which lead to a bit of local celebrity, which would eventually
set Anna on the path to join Monighan's Roving Hippodrome and Menagerie.

Anna was on the circus stage for the first time. She sat on wood painted to look like
rocks in front of wood painted to look like a beach. She wore her green tank bathing suit,
but instead of shorts underneath, the circus tailor had made a matching approximation of a
fish's tail, so that Anna was covered in green and could not run. The lights came on and she
blinked into them.
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She looked out into the audience. Someone coughed. The eyes shined like a sea of
bioluminescence. She drowned in the silence, sinking into its depths.
She saw Monighan through her tears, flailing, as if he too were drowning in them. He
swung his arms to get her to sing. She could not move, because of her tail, and could not
speak, because of the drowning, so she sang.
As Anna sang, her hair waved around her face like she was in the ocean. She belted
out the m ost beautiful, doleful requiems she could muster. Like in the hospital, her tunes
moved people to dream. They dreamed of heaven and nightmares.When she stopped, the
crowd woke simultaneously in tears.
Though it was clear that she was only wearing a mermaid tail, after a performance
like that, the whole audience melted into believing that she really must have been from the
sea.
“Never heard anything like it,” they said.
“Such an exotic language.”
“Can't be human.”
They nodded and agreed with each other. They told their friends and relatives so
that each town the circus stopped in, nights when Anna performed were filled.
Cleveland. Philadelphia. And, like Monighan promised, St. Louis. They moved every
week or so, each perform er packing up all that they owned into trunks only to unload in
their new, temporary home. It suited Anna, the moving.

Despite the fact that Anna was drawing in crowds, a woman in a bathing suit singing
didn't feel “circusy” enough for Monighan.
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“You know, darling, we need to constantly wow the crowds, give them more than
they could have expected.”
He hands her a shriveled little monster.
“So from now on, you'll take this on stage. Make sure to let the good people have a
gander at it.”
It was so strange and dry. It had a primate upper half and sharp teeth. Its arms had
hands, but came out of its shoulders the way that fins should. The eyeholes were huge and
sunken into its face. Its lower half was a fish, with spines running down the back of it.
She had learned, already, not to ask questions.
Her performances with the moppet mermaid took on a different timbre. Perhaps it
was a little too close to home. She held the dried up creature and sang songs that, though
she did not know the language, were unmistakably songs of loss and freedom. She mourned
her dead merbaby.
And the crowds, well, people believe what they want to believe and people wanted
to believe that Anna sung the songs of Triton, bemoaning the loss of her underwater
kingdom and the way that the land killed her child. So they called her a mermaid and had
no idea how close to the truth they were.

But still, the circus wasn't satisfied. They needed to continually up the ante, to make
sure that even those who had heard about her performances would leave in awe. So,
Monighan w asn't content to have Anna as she was. It w asn't enough that she was rumored
to have swum the whole Atlantic and could sing like a siren. It w asn't enough that she
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performed night after night with the dead m erbaby in her arms. Monighan wanted a real
mermaid.
It happened one winter in Florida, where they rested the freaks out of the colder
climes.
Monighan found Anna crying in her car.
“What's wrong?”
Anna laughed, that kind of laugh that might be a sob. “I don't know.”
“Feeling homesick?”
“Maybe. But where even is home?”
“Don't you like it here?”
“I do.”
“You don't want to go back, do you?”
“Back w here?” Anna looked at him and he had no answer.
Monighan handed her a handkerchief and let her weep a bit while he patted her
back.
“I have something that might make you feel better.” He pulled out a long, thin piece
of bamboo with a small metal bowl on the end. It looked like a pipe that had been stretched
by a taffy machine. He scooped a dark paste into the bowl, handed the pipe to Anna, and
struck a match. He had done this before, his movements showed. Anna was grateful for his
concern and kindness. She pulled on the pipe and coughed.
It w asn't long after that that Anna was floating in water. The circus car was swaying
and rocking like a ship on a gentle sea. It seemed like everything was a bit harder to reach,
like it was water instead of air filling the car. It was comforting. Anna giggled.
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“Feeling better?” Monighan asked and Anna suddenly felt a tenderness toward him.
“I'll be right back,” he said, like he had a surprise for her, and quickly left the car.
When Monighan returned, he didn't come alone. He was accompanied by the circus's
three strongmen freaks, the Ekeneis brothers, triplets from Greece who had matching
moustaches that flexed and curled around their noses. Even their facial hair was muscular.
It was harder than usual with the water in the air to tell them apart. The third one to enter
the room carried a tarpon, as big as Monighan himself. Its scales were a million m irrors in
which Anna could see herself, the last time she would see herself like this.
The strongmen grabbed her wrists and ankles. Their moustaches grew thin and long
like black mambas writhing and whipping, heading toward her hands and feet. One Ekeneis
stood at her head and somehow she was laying down now while each side of his moustache
wrapped around one of her wrists so that she made a T.
She looked over at the serpentine bracelet on her left hand. It sparkled as it moved
and Anna wondered why more people don't wear live animals as jewelry. The mambas
seemed divine. Another's moustache slithered around her ankles, holding them together.
The third Ekeneis brought the tarpon closer and through the haze, Anna begun to think
perhaps she should be worried.
The tarpon flapped, also unwilling, but the four men were stronger than the woman
and the fish. Monighan stood over her with a needle and silk fishing line. Slowly, they fed
her feet into the mouth of the tarpon. It took hours and Monighan, mad like Frankenstein,
bent over sewing meticulously, making stitches so small and strong that you couldn't tell
where the fish ended and Anna began. Each prick was like a tooth sinking into her belly and
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her hips and the small of her back. The lips of the tarpon wrapped around her. Anna
simultaneously sank and floated.
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Elphin, Ireland: 3 9 9 1 .2 0 Miles from Home
3 4 6 8 .2 5 Nautical Miles
At some point, I learned my mother was a mermaid. I know, of course, that
mermaids don't exist, but I also know in some very real way that I am one. I try to dig deep
into my memories, into a past that is too saturated, searching for where this idea came
from. But it seems that it's always been there, like a birthmark.
And yet, it's not something I've always been aware of. I didn't have a particular
mermaid fascination growing up, or read mermaid stories. It w asn't the kind of thing where
I wanted to dress like a mermaid or decorate my room like an ocean. All of that came later.
Instead, it was something I learned quietly and slowly, like an archeologist
uncovering remains, brushing the dust from secrets to make sense of them. This is less of a
childhood fancy than something I've pieced together bit by bit as I've grown older. I believe
it more now than I ever did before.
But really, the belief or the truth doesn't matter. It's the story. The story has changed
me, shaped me, and I can no longer separate myself from it. It explains myself to me and
gives me a way to explain parts of myself to the world. And this is the point. Not the truth
or the untruth, but the way the story has gotten under my skin, into my veins.

I could swim before I could walk. My blood is more in love with the w ater than the
land. There's something slightly m er about me.
I rem em ber my grandfather telling the story:
“Oh, yeah, you're practically a fish!” He'd throw his arms up, eyes wide. “We couldn't
believe it. It was before you walked or talked or anything. You were only a few months old.
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I'm telling you, I dropped you in the pool and you ju st swam and swam. Like you were born
to swim.”
Then he nudges me and winks at me, “It took you twice as long to walk. And ten
years before you stopped calling me Mop!” Grandpa is a hard word for a one-year-old and
some things stick.
This had always seemed to me an innocuous story, something that ju st spoke to my
love of water. But now, there are so many questions. Assuming this story was true, what
makes a grandfather drop his first grandchild into a pool? This was not grandfather
protocol. This was not the man I remember. He was the man who bought me Buddha
figurines even though it broke his heart that I gave up on Catholicism. The man who
learned to cook vegetarian, vegan, and gluten-free so that he could have my hippie-college
friends over for dinner. I ju st couldn't imagine him holding six-month-old me over the pool
and dropping me in.
But then I tried to imagine it. I imagined my mother with a bad case of postpartum
depression, crushed by being forced to give up veterinary school for this baby. To justify
her choice to herself, she needed to believe that this child was worth the sacrifice, told her
parents that she was a mermaid and this child was too. In a rage of red-hot rationality, my
grandfather carried me outside to the pool in his backyard and held me over it.
He threatened to drop me in, ready to put a stop to all this nonsense. And my
mother, she egged him on, never letting up.
And so, he let go. He was ready, of course, to jump in after me as I sank. He wasn't
cruel. He ju st wanted to prove to his daughter that her child was human.
Instead, I swam.
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I was a baby possessed. I rocked and trembled in my mother's arms, a tiny fevered
seizure. My body could not regulate its own heat, could not keep cool enough for my brain.
Science says that seizures like these are inherited. Who else in my family shook like this?
Such power in a baby, such energy. In the past, the cure for seizures would be to scrape a
hole in the skull of children like me, to let the spirits out and expose the brain to the world.
This was frowned upon when I was young. Instead, the recommendation was to put me in
water, set me in a cool bath so that my too-hot body would come back to human
temperature. I spent a lot of time in water as a child. I needed it to survive. I need it still.

My first memory at a spring was also the way I fell in love with Florida. On the rare
occasions that I missed the place, what I missed were the springs of central Florida. This, to
me, was what I pictured when I pictured the Garden of Eden. There was clean, actually blue,
sparkling water everywhere. It felt like it was flowing toward me, would flow through me,
like a baptism. Everything was a glowing green. Almost unnaturally fertile. The
resurrection ferns rooted on strangler figs which wrapped around old sabal palms so that
there were literally plants growing on plants growing on plants. An egret flew over a
stream and surprised butterflies in the bushes across the water. They flew out in an
explosion. Yeah, it felt that magical.
We w ent there because my father wanted to bottle it.
My mother wanted to be a mermaid in the same system of springs. Weeki Wachee,
where Florida's mermaids played.
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The business my father ran started out as E-Z Brew Coffee, started by Mop who
threw me in the pool. But then spring w ater was added, so it became E-Z Brew Coffee and
Bottled W ater Service. My mother, brother, and sister all worked there, too, at one point or
another. In my dad's office hung a newspaper clipping with a photograph of my brother
and him, standing in front of the work truck. Emblazoned on the side of the truck was a
cartoon of the spring. I imagined in this picture, the image of a mermaid sitting on the edge
of the water. I tried to find the photo again, to see if the mermaid was really there. There
were no women in that picture.
This was how I thought of my parents' marriage, as a mermaid caught in a bottled
spring. The bottle was a five gallon clear plastic blue, made to look like the water. The
mermaid inside ju st barely fit, nearly as long as the bottle itself. She had ju st enough room
to turn around. Her hair flailed wildly into an S.O.S. as the bottle moved and she looked,
panicked, at the world outside. The bottle was moved from warehouse to truck to office, so
that the whole world was taking place before her as she was trapped in place. She grew too
big to get out of the small hole at the top of the bottle. Too big for her own good. She was
loaded on the work truck and out of the picture. This, I thought, is marriage.
My father no longer bottles spring water. Instead, he uses reverse osmosis to
separate the particles out of the water. E-Z Brew's website states, “Reverse osmosis is the
process in which water is forced by pressure through a semi-permiable membrane against
the natural equalibrium force. W ater passes through the membrane while the dissolved
and particulate materials are left behind. When pressure is allplied to the concentrated
solution, water is forced through the membrane from the concentrated side to the dilute
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side. When the applied pressure exceeds the osmotic pressure, reverse osmosis will take
place. The process purifies the water, often reducing total dissolved solids content by 99% .”
I picture the w ater forced to be alone, being separated from all the things that give it
its own personality, all of the things that it's collected in its travels, because of all the
pressure. I mean, no metaphor or anything.

I wonder when it was that I first learned that my mother gave up veterinary school
because she got pregnant, and when it was that I started feeling guilty about that. For as
long as I can remember, I've pictured myself in her shoes, ju st a few years out of high
school, so much ahead of her. Was this what made me want to be a marine biologist, so that
I could fulfill my mother's dream of working with animals? Or perhaps this is to blame for
my inability to settled down, or that insistent belief I have that pregnancy is a fate worse
than death.
I conflate my mother and I too often, I fear. We are so alike: blue eyes and dark hair,
freckles and an overpowering need to please people, to impress and go beyond. We shine
m ost as hostesses: decorating the house, conjuring a perfect atmosphere, wowing people
with culinary surprises. Just a little something I whipped up. It is tragic, almost, how I, with
no house, am so primed to be a housewife. It's something I've run from.
In my imagining of my mother's memory, she's in the doctor's office when she finds
out about me and at the same time, she's holding the acceptance letter from the veterinary
school. I am a prison, a sentence, a rock tied to her ankle.
If I am being honest, I wouldn't have made the choice she made. If I had been her, I
wouldn't exist.
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This scene may have happened:
My sister and I are in the pool. From a standing position in the shallow end, I push
off and fold myself in half, reaching for the smooth, white bottom. Underwater, everything
is different. Things are quiet. My eyes are open.
The w ater snakes in rivers around my skin as I move. My palms press against the
bottom of the pool. The fluorescent blue embraces me, warmer than its hue. I become an
aquagymnast, legs scissoring and swirling in the air. Toes pointed, knees turned out; years
and years of ballet finally being put to use. I move in time to the rhythm of the swishing
water. It is unclear which comes first, the swaying of the pool or my movements. Is it egging
me on? Thousands of droplets rain from my toes, falling into ripples. Plink, plink, plinking
and the sound spreads across the water, out in all directions, to the Indian River Lagoon, to
Lake Okeechobee, to the Atlantic, to the Gulf. I rise out of the water, flicking my hair back so
that I am sure I look like one of the models I sneak peaks of from my dad's Sports Illustrated
magazines.
The waves move my sister, too. In no time, it has become a show. We are moving in
unison, hands held together and flipping, she over me and I over her in a move that we no
longer need to speak to coordinate. We've done “The Washing Machine” so many times. I
shoot my legs under her and she spins over me, my arms pulling her through her flip. In
reverse, we switch, her pulling me and I somersaulting through the water. We spin and
spin, gasping for air between cycles but not stopping to catch our breath.
The pool has started storming, swells raging in applause. We simultaneously jump
up, arms spread into Vs and smiles wide to accept the cheers. The scene becomes a w ater
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stage, where lights are blazing and every droplet sparkles on our skin. We have become the
Tortellini Sisters, Pool Edition.
From the edge, we dive sideways into the pool, all lipstick and makeup, as dozens of
girls dressed like us follow in a wave. In unison, we all dive, smiling. When we surface, we
are circles of girls. We swim to the left and to the right, as the camera pans across each of
our faces.
The swimming becom es more playful and the audience fades away. The claps
become the sound of waterfalls slapping against rocks, of waves against shores. Our feet
slip through diving rings, held together at the ankles so we have fins. We sit on the steps,
showing off our flippers, preening on the rocks, singing. It takes so little to make us
mermaids.

My friend Melissa and I sat on a dock on Little Gasparilla Island. The bay was
emerald and we were surrounded by mangroves so the memory is all green. The
mangroves crept toward us. Their spidery roots sailed silently through the water, but I
could feel them getting closer. Twelve-year-old me's obsession with marine biology had
brought me into my first foray with plants. I sang a rhyme out over the water, coaxing the
mangroves. Red, red, pointed head. White, white, screw on tight. Black, black, lick the back.
They knew that I was calling them and so they leaned in. The rhyme was supposed to help
differentiate the species of mangroves, but I still could not tell the difference. I picked a
mangrove leaf off one of the trees.
The seedpods grow on the parent trees, drop off and drift in the tides until they find
a place to land. They can float for years before finding a home. When they feel the mud in
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their toes, they reach roots out, up and over the w ater before plunging into the muck. When
they begin to take root, they literally create land, grabbing more and more earth, the mud
collecting below their stilted roots. I am fascinated still.
I licked the back of the leaf.
“Eww,” Melissa said.
“It's salty, like chips,” I told her. “Anyway, the rhyme says to.”
She tried one, too. And we ate them like chips, picking one at a time and bringing it
to our mouths. Pluck and lick, pluck and lick. The succulent leaves held days' worth of
saltwater waste. The trees sipped from their only w ater source, the brackish bay and held
the freshwater inside the fat leaves while it sweated the salt on to the back. We licked them
for hours, until our mouths and stomachs were bumpy.
Days later, we are both feverish.

That fever is one of my most poignant memories. Even at twelve, I knew I was very
sick, that something was wrong. It had been six years since my last seizure and I had no
memory of any of them, what they felt like or the signs they were coming. In any case, I was
supposed to have grown out of the seizures. My body should have gained the capacity by
then to keep itself cool.
I made my way to the top of the stairs and called down to my mother. She and my
stepfather helped me to the bathroom and turned on the water. Naked and cold, I began to
seize. This one, I am sure, I remember. I plunged off a cliff into ocean, becoming light itself
and burning hot white until I was the sun. It was a fall so bright and beautiful I've yearned
for it ever since. I sank, a sunset, into the ocean and the sky flushed pink, red, and orange

60

with delight. Homecoming. The w ater caught me, held me close and rocked me until I came
back into my body.
But as sure as I am about this memory, I know too that it is flawed. I did not m eet my
stepfather until I was fifteen. I have w ritten the kindness of my father out of my mind.

This scene also may have happened:
We were playing the Tortellini sisters again. This time, we had a real audience. Chloe
and Dusty, our neighbors, came to swim with us.
As they watched, we did tricks for them, slipped our feet through diving rings. We
showed off, swimming like swimmers. We smiled even underwater and came up for
synchronized applause.
But I wanted to be the star of this show. I wanted to be ju st Jasmine, my performing
alter ego, and not part of a duet. My sister chose a stupid name anyway, like Heather or
Tiffany, something plain that made clear that she did not understand being a mermaid star.
I was greedy for the clapping. My sister refused to be my backup dancer. She
suggested we show them the Washing Machine instead, something more egalitarian.
We agreed on a synchronized performance. I was sure I could upstage her anyway. I
mounted the ladder to get out of the water so that we could start our routine with a
synchronized dive, like we always do with all of our imagined backup performers.
I was perched on the ladder that trailed into the deep end and when I looked back at
my sister, I was angry. She climbed onto the ladder behind me and I turned and pushed her
head under the water. She struggled and I didn't let up. Are you a fish, little sister?
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Looking back, I can't rem em ber if it was Chloe or I who held her down. It doesn't
matter, though. I either acted or I didn't. I either held her down or didn't help her up. The
memory is the same. I am guilty either way.

It didn't m atter if the story of swimming before walking was true before I wrote it
down. I never cared before how it happened and I never even thought to ask anyone about
the truth of it. It was ju st a story, one that had shaped me, and that made it true enough.
Some time in my life, maybe many times, my grandfather had told me, “We ju st dropped
you in the pool and you swam.” Like it was a miracle, like I was a fishchild. He was so in awe
of it that I had no choice but to believe, that I was a natural swimmer, a w ater baby, a
mermaid.
But then I wrote the story down. And it became clear all the details I was missing,
how much I had filled in on my own. The voices of readers filled my head. But is it true? I

don't know how to read this because I don't know if this is fiction or nonfiction. Mermaids
don't exist. I don't believe you.
Honestly, I had never cared before if the story was true. I ju st loved the story for the
story. But once I wrote it down, I needed to give it a genre, a label. So I needed to know
more, needed to know what really happened. This prompted me to ask my mother. It took
me days of running through conversations in my head to figure out how to ask, how to say
it in a way that w asn't confrontational (Why would you throw a baby in the pool?) or fanciful

(Am I a merbaby?), but was somehow objective and straightforward.
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I was scared. I had been telling this story over and over, writing poetry about it,
putting it in this memoir (memoir?). W hat if I had been lying all this time? I mean, I don't
rem em ber it. I was too young.
“Is it true that I could swim before I could walk?”
My mother thought for a minute, searching the night sky for memories lost in a
postpartum haze. This, apparently, was not a story she had been repeating to herself over
and over again for the past thirty years, because the memories were lightyears away.
“Well, I took you for swimming lessons when you were about six months old. And
you started walking a little after your first birthday, so...” She paused, uncertain, faltering,
like she didn't want to answer or didn't know either. “So I guess it's true?”
Swim lessons. Of course. Even human babies have been shown to have an instinct
for swimming. Honestly, the truth is a little disappainting, isn't it? I hope that the story
means more now that we know that it is true. But somehow, it means a little less to me. It's
a little less mythical.
“Why do I have this story in my head that Grandpa dropped me in the pool and I ju st
magically swam?”
“Well, we kind of did ju st drop you in the pool. It was what we did at the swimming
lessons.” She seemed more sure now, like it was coming back. “I probably took you to Mimi
and Grandpa's after the lessons and showed them what we did and I think Grandpa thought
it was so neat that he wanted to do it, too. It probably seemed magical to him. Getting in the
pool and dropping you in and watching you know how to swim from somewhere deep. He
told that story over and over again because he ju st couldn't believe that babies could swim
before they could walk.”
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So maybe it's as simple as that. Maybe this is how I got the idea in my head that I
was a mermaid. A normal baby taking swimming lessons.
But there are other things, too.
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How to Marry a Real-Life Mermaid, or How My Mother Was Snagged.
The first and most difficult step in marrying a mermaid is finding one. In real life,
you might not find your mermaid in fins performing at a tourist trap. It's not that there
aren't mermaids around, but not many will be so open about their mer-ness. This is why it's
not useful to post personal ads. This will not do:

Sea-loving man looking fo r his mermaid. Enjoys adventure (especially underwater),
traveling to deep, entrenched places, and long swims at the beach. Looking fo r siren with the
sam e interests who is also open to a life on the water. With or without tail, am open-minded.
Great voice a plus.
Mermaids can be skittish and may swim from such a direct approach. Instead, you
should be more indirect. Let her come to you. There are many activities and jobs that can
make it easy to m eet the mermaid of your dreams. Try becoming a scuba instructor.
As a scuba instructor, you will m eet many women who think of themselves as
mermaids. Women who love the w ater and can swim as if they're half fish. Women who
seem to have gills because of the feats - oh, those feats, with lips, with hips! -th ey can
perform underwater. Perhaps one of these mermaid-like humans will be enough for you.
But if you're wanting a real mermaid, do not be swayed! Mermaids don't come so
easily, but will come eventually. They cannot stay away from the water for long.
When you do m eet an actual mermaid, you will know it because she will move
differently than other women. When she walks, her hips will flick as if she's swishing her
tail. When she gets out of a chair, her body will roll as if she's got the backbone of a fish.
Even when she stands still, there will be slight ripples on her skin, which thinks it is always
underwater.
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The b est way to tell if you've m et a mermaid is to get her in the ocean. There
everything changes. Instead of strange flickers of movement, everything becom es fluid. The
mermaid's hair flows like seaweed, not dead cells but an extension of her body. Her arms
move the same way, as if boneless, like a stingray's wings. It will not be as if she is
swimming. Instead, she will be flying underwater.
When you do m eet her, it is likely she will be married, and already have three
children. There is no way that in her 38 years no one else has noticed how her skin glistens
with saltwater. However, don't despair. Mermaids are not easily understood and it might
ju st be that her marriage is on the rocks. This is why she is taking scuba classes.
Befriend her slowly. There are no quick movements underwater. Show her the color
of the sky and learn to speak to her with your hands. If you learn underwater sign language,
you can point out sharks and rays and communicate with her in a way no one else can. The
vibration of air through the larynx is uncomfortable for mermaids, so she will appreciate
discussing eels and lobsters without using her voice.
After some time, you can let her know that the jig is up. You know she is a mermaid
and the scuba equipment is only a ruse. You understand why she used it, even though she
can swim and dive without it. The scuba club allows her to m eet other sea creatures and
spend time away from her land-lubber husband. You are in on her secret and admire her
for it.
It is at this point that the courtship will become most difficult. Her husband will see
the way you look at her (even if she doesn't) and confront you in Cozumel. Keep in mind
that you do not want to be the catalyst for her divorce. You are there to be a friend, to
remind her of her mermaidness. When she remembers, everything will change.
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It will be difficult to be with a mermaid at first. Her children will be resistant to you.
The youngest will be moody and remote. The middle child will throw things. And I, the
oldest child, will advise your mermaid that you are nice, but “not the kind of guy you date.”
This is ok. You are not looking to date. You're looking to marry.
The m ost im portant thing to rem em ber is not to push. Sea creatures swim away at
the slightest vibration or disturbance in the water. Sound travels fast in saltwater - faster
than in air and even faster than in sw eet water. Be open, like you would want to be with a
manta ray, hand holding a fish, letting her come to explore what you have to offer in her
own time. Be patient. Mermaids have all the time in the world.

It's not ju st my mother and I who believe we are sea creatures. My Aunt Doris, my
grandmother's sister, taught me also to love the sea witch. She was the first person I ever
saw embrace the tentacles, the other side of the story. When I picture her now, I see her in
that costume, extravagant, sequined in black so that all eight of her legs twisted and
sparkled as she floated through the room. The shell around her neck actually glowed and it
took alm ost no makeup to make her into the villain.
Up to that point, I had always wanted to be the princess, thought I should woo a
prince with silence and coy looks, believed that I would have to give up my voice to live
happily ever after. Because I was a mermaid and that's what mermaids do. But there was
my great aunt, vivid, as if donning that octopus dress drew the phosphorescence to her.
She w asn't thin. Her hair w asn't impossibly long. Her lips didn't pout. But she
occupied the sea, reaching out in all directions, tentacles filling the time and space around
her.
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And she delighted in the role, embraced it so that years after the costume was gone,
she was still the sea witch to us. She chased us in the ocean. My sister, my cousins, and I fled
with glee, thrilled with the idea that our beliefs about good and evil, beauty and ugliness
might be wrong. With her, we splashed and jumped into the complexities that denied our
childish either/or understandings of the world.
Things are so much more fluid in the ocean. Half an octopus is sm arter than half a
fish, we reasoned, and possibly stronger, too. Wrapped in a shawl of twin eels, Aunt Doris
flowed, more brains than body. We ran, wanting badly to be caught by the devilfish,
knowing that it m eant hugs and laughter. It brought us that much closer to swimming in
our own voices.

I was snorkeling in warm Atlantic w aters when I noticed it moving toward me. It
looked like a wounded fish, upside-down. Its pectoral fins flapped from the top, like wings.
It had no dorsal fin that I could see, but its anal fin was so, so big. And its back was flat, like
a belly, which was what made it look so upside-down. But it looked me in the eye and I
could see it was not wounded. It was rightside-up and coming at me with a mouth opened
wide and round. A nurse shark, maybe? Its face was strange, not at all like a fish. It moved
like a shark, like it was cartilage and not bone, had nothing hard about it. But it also moved
like a snake.
A sharksnake. The other sea creatures, the eels, the houndfish, the octopus, even the
shark swam away. But the sharksnake torpedoed toward me. I tugged my partner's hand,
pointed wildly, flailed like a wounded seal. But he didn't see it, didn't even know I was
pointing.
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It slithered closer, as if I might be home, as if every animal instinct it had led it to me.
It's not my chest that I feared for, or my hips or legs. It was my nether parts. There was
something about this sea creature that made me want to shield myself, squeeze my thighs
tight so it could not get inside. My muscles clenched and I stared it down. Images flashed of
sea monsters in my womb, of swirling and roiling, of creatures eating me from the inside as
I drifted out to sea. And in reality, I had only that snorkel to breathe through and I was
breathing too fast, too hard. As it came closer, I got more defensive, swam faster, as if I
could outswim something born to swim. I looked again and it was gone.
I became obsessed. I needed to find out what this thing was. I tried to convince
others, and myself, that I knew what I saw, that this upside-down sharksnake existed. And
it does.
Remora. Its name is sensual, beautiful, and makes my mouth tingle when I say it.
Latin. Late, delay. In the family Echineidae, the ship holders. Fish believed to have the
ability to suck on the hulls of boats so hard that they hold them back, won't let them move
forward. They are also called sharksuckers. Their dorsal fin is a suction cup, attaching the
remora to sharks or other large animals. W ithout their host, they cannot breathe. They
need the movement of sharks or ships to send water over their gills. On a good day, their
hosts will leave scraps of food for the remora to eat.
The one I encountered had lost its host. It was starving and suffocating and had
come to me for comfort. In response, I flailed and panicked and tried to swim away.
This creature that I thought was a shark thought that I was a shark.

69

I have a suspicion that the me who would have lived in my great-great
grandmothers' time would have been one of the women of the awakening who walked into
the ocean with pockets full of rocks. But then, I am more of a swimmer than a walker. I am
not made for land, but belong in oceans, as if continents cannot hold me.
So perhaps my grandfather was in on it the whole time, encouraging the family
mythology. W hat if that twinkle in his eye was not some kind of grandfatherly love exactly,
or Irish leprechaunness, but instead the twinkle of eyes that held oceans of secrets. A
former sailor, maybe my grandfather knew more than he ever told about mermaids.
Perhaps he knew that he himself was part mer, knew that any of his grandchildren would
know instinctively to swim as soon as she touched the water. He ju st wanted to be the one
who brought her there.

It started with my first suitcase.
My grandfather had an upside-down birthday, where he would use the occasion of
his birth to give each of us presents. The present for me came last. I opened it to find a
suitcase and opened the suitcase to find a ticket. I don't have memories from before that,
nothing before I was ten, as if my sense of self started when I read my own name on that
document. Or perhaps I needed to leave Florida so that I could start remembering.
Weeks later, my grandfather, grandmother, sister, and I went to England and Wales,
which were both green and beautiful, but it was Ireland that stuck. We were 3391.2 miles
from home, in the town where Anna McGourty nee Kenny, my grandfather's grandmother,
was born. Our pilgrimage to Elphin.
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This voyage was the first time that I noticed that I didn't feel attached to my
homeland, that perhaps I was a wanderer, a drifter, a mermaid.
The house itself didn't look as old as I thought it should. Growing up in Florida, I was
rarely around old buildings. Most of the buildings in my hometown were built in the 1950s
or later-- years after Grandma Anna had moved to the United States. It w asn't crumbling
and it didn't look like ruins or a mansion or a castle. Much to my disappointment.
It was smaller than old buildings should be, too, I thought. But there was a trailer
out back. Just in case the cousins from America came to visit, our “cousin” Patrick, who
lived there, had said. Here we were. The house where Anna grew up was so rectangle. And
symmetrical. So symmetrical that it had two chimneys growing out of the mossy roof. In my
memory, the moss and lichen even grew symmetrically. There were two windows on each
side of the front door and it was only one story. How could it be only one story?
The first time that my great-great grandmother ever got on a plane was when my
grandfather moved her to Florida, to the town that I grew up in. I never m et her. She died
before I was born, so I never got to ask her if Vero Beach made her feel the same way it
made me feel: confined, suffocated.
Patrick had seemed so old. Too old to be my cousin. Too old even to be my
grandfather's cousin. But then he picked up the squeezebox. My sister and I danced, eightand ten-year old legs in some frenzied approximation of a jig. My grandfather cried. It was
more like home than any house I'd known.
So now, when I think about Grandma Anna, I picture her suitcase in hand, leaving
the not-a-castle house. I confuse her with my younger self, running away, running toward.
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“Why did she leave?” I asked. Do people leave because they are wanting something
more or something less? It is really a question about me. I get a non-answer.
“That's what people did in those days. There were better opportunities in America,”
my grandmother tries to explain. I am unwilling to entertain the idea that my great-great
grandmother was ju st one of the masses. I am sure that even this commonplace immigrant
story must hold something more.
Or maybe she's my opposite, a mirror reflection of me. Maybe she loved Florida.
Maybe she hated that too-symmetrical, only-one-story house. Maybe the story that house
held was not one she could live with. Maybe she couldn't wait to escape Ireland. Maybe her
memories started the first time she left Elphin.
There is a photograph of Anna that I am sure I made up, taken before photographs
could be taken at home. She's standing in front of that house with a suitcase. She is me,
early twenties with her back to home. Her face is unsure, but she is definitely leaving. Did
she ever see that house again? Did she ever look back? Why did she leave? And I have to
turn the questions back on me. I give a non-answer, too.
But it's not the house, really. There's something in my blood. Some kind of itch. I
wonder if she passed it down. Did my mother and grandfather have it too? They both
moved far from home also. The pull is in my veins, away, toward, and so is that distance
from home.
Did Anna make a new home in this supposed land of opportunity? Or are we still on
the run? My mother, my grandfather, my great-great grandmother all took to the seas and
left home. I did, too. The oceans are fluid. They take you places. They cool you down. They
let you hide. Perhaps I could be at home in the ocean, mermaid that I am. So I follow the
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currents. To Ireland, to Prague, to Thailand, to Alaska and back, around in circles, making
sure I never land anywhere, never have a one-story house.
This is ju st part of my mer-ness. In the same way that I could swim before I could
walk and needed to be in w ater to live, I needed oceans in a way that I did not need land.
Like a remora or a shark, I had to keep swimming to stay alive, to be able to breathe. I
needed to feel the wash of the water passing over me.
There are crests: the exhilaration of newness. I find myself, carried by the currents:
in Prague, in San Francisco, in the Netherlands, in Thailand, in New Zealand, in Alaska. I
think myself brave, an adventurous free spirit who's surfing the waves of the world,
drinking all the water it has to offer. But there are troughs, too.
I resent her sometimes, for setting me up to be born in a place where I have no
roots, where I am a palm frond floating in a swamp, unconnected, unattached. At 30, I am
still carrying a suitcase, looking for home.
Because of non-answers, I make up family secrets. Things to run away from. An
escape so scandalous you wouldn't tell your grandson, who in turn wouldn't tell his
granddaughter so that now that granddaughter makes up the stories.
I first arrived in Ireland on a ferry, a backwards Anna Kenny, coming in from the
East. The two of us, landing in our m irror-reflective destinations by way of waves, choppy
and alive, fresh and cold. I rem em ber the fog on the boat ride to Ireland. It made me feel
haunted even then.
I live in a suitcase still.
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My favorite book as a child was called Sixty Saints fo r Girls. The cover showed a
young girl in a large cauldron surrounded by men. The book was a hand-me-down, maybe
from my aunts, with a fraying fabric cover. It felt like it came from some ancient, sacred
place.
The book is gone now, but the stories remain. I read them over and over again.
St. Brigid was one of my favorites. The book stated that St. Brigid's story was one for
Irish people, which I took to mean me. And her feast day was closest to my birthday, ju st
one day after I was born. In Ireland, I find out that Brigid traveled through Elphin, ju st like
me. That perhaps we walked the same paths.
In the story I read as a child, Brigid wanted to visit her friend Columba. She asked to
borrow a fisherman's boat to make the journey.
“But a lady can't go all across the sea in a boat alone!” The fisherman told her.
Brigid and I both knew this w asn't true. But she needed to convince him, so she
insisted that she w asn't going alone. Hundreds of oystercatchers would accompany her,
showing her the way and putting wind in her sails. The fisherman could not say no to this.
God wanted to reward the oystercatchers for their help. Brigid suggested that their
white parts should be in the shape of crosses. And that's why they look the way they do
now.
Just before going to Ireland for the first time, I got my first period. My mother
explained that I would become a woman, ju st like her. I did not want to be my mother, did
not w ant to be the mermaid trapped in a bottle of spring water. I knew that life was not for
me.
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I did not feel the history of Florida, did not feel like I belonged to that land. That
story was not mine. But I felt this history of the saints, a history of women who overcame
stereotypical gender roles by being virgins and devoting their lives to God.
In Ireland, I felt closer to this part of my heritage than ever before. Finally, there
were stories that I could grasp on to, stories about women I could idealize. They were from
the Old World, from the motherland. I wanted to be them, to devote my life to something
more than a husband, to escape that fate that I seemed destined for. They were my first
feminists, role models. Husbandless and persecuted, hysterical with thoughts and visions of
their own.
They were women whose whole worth hung on their chastity and piety. In this way, they
became leaders, escaped the drudgery of womanhood. I wanted to be one of these women.
The saints were my superheroes growing up. I thought I had finally found my identity in
Elphin. At ten years old, I returned from Ireland wanting to be a priest.

“No, not a nun. Definitely a priest,” I said.
I sat in the rectory, a small building across from my school where the priests lived.
Off the lobby of the rectory was a small meeting room.
I had ju st started Catholic school and I had mixed feelings about it, but I took it as a
sign. On one hand, I heard that this school was less academically rigorous than my old
school. But on the other, I was ecstatic to be closer to the church and to have religion as
part of my actual studies. This forced change of schools was ju st God's way of telling me
that my saintly ambitions should be pursued.
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It was the start of the school year after the summer I first w ent to Ireland. I had
saint-fever bad. I was so insistent about my religious aspirations that I got permission to
miss my regular classes so that I could m eet weekly with a priest instead. And I had very
im portant things to talk about.
I was ready to begin my religious life. I was the same age that Brigid was when she
performed her first miracle, age 10. A theft. She stole her mother's butter to give to the
poor. God refilled the butter churn so that she didn't get in trouble. I was sure my first
miracle was on the horizon.
“I'm glad you've come to talk to me, Jaclyn,” said Father Alfredo. He was not my
favorite priest, but I had hope that would be open-minded because he was the youngest.
“I've been thinking a lot about this lately,” I told him, very seriously.
“I think you would make an excellent nun,” he told me. He smiled the serene smile of
someone whose life is devoted to spirituality. I did not feel that serene.
I knew that many of my saintly role models were nuns, but I also imagined that
modern-day nuns were cloistered, shut away from the world, ju st saying prayers. This was
not what I wanted. They didn't seem like leaders or saints to me. My aspirations were to do
more than pray.
“But I want to be a priest.” They got things done. I wanted to be one of those people.
Not because I wanted to be famous, but because I wanted to change the world. I wanted to
be a saint.
Father Alfredo continued smiling, but it changed, as if his eyes decided they could no
longer participate in the equanimity. He tried to explain that girls became nuns and boys
became priests and that was how it had always been.
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I (very patiently, I thought) explained that I understood that was the way it had
been, but that we needed to change that. By we, I m eant he and I. Would he help?
“Nuns can do everything that priests can do. They can be teachers and help the poor,
too. They don't have to sit alone and pray if that's not their calling. In fact, many do very
interesting things in the world,” he waved his hand and I felt casually brushed off.
“But nuns today are so quiet and passive. I want to preach, like St. Brigid and St.
Columba did,” my voice was starting to strain. “I want to say mass.”
He nodded. “Well, maybe this is something you should talk to Monsignor about. You
know, he's the representative for women in the archdiocese.”
My heart skipped a beat. This was working. I was moving up the chain of command.
From Father Alfredo to Monsignor Nugent, head of the parish. He was from Ireland, so he
would understand about me and Brigid. Soon I would be talking to the Pope! He would see
how well I argued and how eloquent I was (just like the saints!) and that would convince
him that women could be priests too!
Monsignor was more understanding. But he was also more direct.
“The church moves very slowly in these things,” he told me. I did some math in my
head as he spoke. Ok. I was ten. I had about eight years, maybe ten before I would really be
able to take my priestly vows anyway. I could hold off for a few years.
“It was a big deal, you know,” he continued, “when we allowed women to be
Eucharistic m inisters.” I thought about that for a minute. A big deal ju st to let women hand
out wafers. Well, it was progress, at least, so we were on a good track, right?
“That happened at the Second Vatican Council and that was ju st thirty years ago,” he
said. Thirty years?!
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I was quiet. I didn't m eet with the priests again. You didn't break up with me,
Church. I broke up with you.

My sister and I were on the beach in Ireland, unaware. It was our last moments in
Ireland. I didn't want to leave yet, didn't want to let go of the feeling that I had finally found
home. It was a nude beach, but we were so captivated by the rocks that we never knew. Big,
dark rocks that didn't exist on beaches in Florida. In Florida, the land is made of the bones
of the sea, millions of years of skeletons of sea creatures. The beaches are fine, white,
powdery sand made of these ground-up remains. We had never seen beaches with rocks.
Was this even a beach, we wondered?
My grandmother, Mimi, made a game to ensure that we kept our heads to the
ground. I imagine later being surrounded by flapping penises and never knowing. Instead,
we competed to see which of us could find rocks that looked the m ost like other things.
“A heart!” Mimi said and my sister and I scrambled, eyes probing rocks for the one
that would be the b est Valentine for our grandmother. We raced back to her with
misshapen blood-pumpers in our hands.
“Up! It's a tie!” Mimi declared. Every. Time.
“A frog!” she cried, sending us on a new mission. “A fish!”
My sister and I tied and tied until it was time to board the boat. I was sure my fish
was better. I put the fish in my pocket. My first rock.

I distrust myself, distrust even these simple memories.
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It's easier not to remember. It's easier to give these memories and events to others,
to imagine that it was my great-great grandmothers (Is that enough greats? Is that far
enough removed? Enough distance?) who had to run away and swim and disappear and
snap legs shut. I left home because I was adventurous, because I was strong, because I
loved and was open to the world. They. It was they who were running away from
something. Not me. I did not run.
But these memories and the remains of my forem others' stories, they affect me still.
I can feel them in my veins. But I will not claim them as my own.
If you are asking me to draw the lines, I am going to tell you right now that I can't.
Even when I am trying to call myself Lux and make it all fiction so that I can hide behind it, I
can't tell the difference between the the poetry, the fact, and the fiction. This is how the
world looks to me.
Mermaid or saint or whatever, I opt out. I choose no home. I float, hoping the
currents will move me faster than my memories can go.
I have been carrying this weight in my womb, this monstrous pregnancy that only
grows and never becom es anything. I feel it there, taking up space, like there is something
inside me that is not me. I worry, in actual real life that I won't ever be able to conceive
because my womb is already full. I imagine the egg, fertilized, growing. It hatches into a
snake that eats every new egg, sinks its fangs into me and flows venom into my veins.
Or worse, the eggs in my womb have already been poisoned, already fertilized by
the things I can't let go of. They hatch and hatch, each month a new snake and some day I
won't be able to carry them all. I am bursting with snakes.
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Mother of my Motherland
Brigid is born on the threshold. Neither indoors nor on the land. Her mother squats,
back against the doorframe and pushes. And when it came to choose sides, Brigid chooses
the land.
After only months, there comes a murmur from her crib, some sound that is too
much like words.
“Brother,” Brigid's mother whispers, “The baby is speaking.”
“Nonsense,” he says, but goes to look anyway. The child lays with hands folded and
eyes closed.
“Say something, girl,” the uncle demands, ready to prove his sister wrong.
Brigid wakes and looks him straight in the eye. “This will be mine,” she says. She
gestures broadly, like an adult, like a witch.
“What does it mean?” Her mother asks.
The uncle's eyes widen. He knows. “It cannot be,” he says. “She is a girl.”
“What?” The mother insists.
“This land will belong to her.”

I pray to St. Brigid: give me the words to claim what is mine.

“He's got a good name.”
Brigid looks up at her brothers. It is impossible to tell which one said it. They form a
wall of brother. It doesn't m atter really. They all thought it.
“I don't care,” she says.
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“You need to care. Our family needs this.”
“I will not.”
Bacene, the eldest comes closer, threatening. “Those beautiful eyes in your head will
be betrothed to a man whether you like it or not.”
Brigid pushes her thumb between her eye and her socket, flicking the eyeball at her
brother so that it bounces off his chest.
“Here is that beautiful eye for you. Do with it what you will. Marry it off. See if you
can find a man who will take me now.”
Brigid stands with blood running down her face. Her brothers, horrified, search for
water to wash her wounds. The ground is dry and sandy.
She pushes her staff into the earth and a stream gushes forth.

I pray to St. Brigid: give me the courage to guard my chastity the way you did.
I wonder which of my body parts I would give up to remain whole. My heart? My
womb? My legs? My voice?

“And what will you give me for it?” The old king looks Brigid up and down. Is she
still beautiful with only one eye?
“God's favor.” Her chin is rigid.
He nods, examining his land. “And what about your favor?”
“Dear king,” she begins, “you have my loyalty already. But we need a place to set our
convent.”
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“This land has been in my family forever. I will not ju st give it away without getting
something in return.”
“Well, how about this? Give me ju st as much land as I can cover with my cloak,” she
offers.
He laughs, “Sure fine,” as if she is a little girl.
Brigid takes off her cloak and his eyebrows raise. She hands it to her nuns.
“Spread it as wide as you can,” she says.
They each take a corner and pull. As they do, the cloak spreads and they pull more. It
covers the field they stand in, shelters and claims the grass and the soil. The nuns keep
going. It covers the stream and an old oak. More nuns grab the sides, running in all
directions, laughing at their fortune.
“Shall I let them continue?” Brigid asks, as the king watches his land slip away.
“Take what you need,” he says.
Her cloak grows so large that she can only hang it on a sunbeam.

I pray to St. Brigid: give me a cloak, even ju st enough to cover my body. A cloak with
which I can claim my own bit of land, a place where I can build and grow.

The woman comes to the convent of the oak because she has no other place to turn.
She is sobbing, heaving, barely able to speak.
“Calm down, child,” Brigid places a hand on her shoulder and a wave passes over
her. “Tell me what happened.”
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“He threw it in the sea. I know he did.” The words rush out and it's difficult to make
sense of.
“Go on.”
“The rich man from my town. He gave me a brooch for safekeeping. I thought it
m eant I was special. I was flattered. But then it was gone. He took it, I know he did. He
accused me of stealing it.”
“He knows you will be his slave if you are found guilty,” Brigid says what the woman
cannot say.
The woman nods.
“Do you fear him?” Brigid asks.
She nods again.
It is only hours later, as the sun is dipping, tasting the saltiness of the sea, that the
convent's fishermen come with news.
“Mother Brigid. The haul today. It was miraculous. We came straight away.” The
fisherman holds a cod whose belly is split open. The stomach is splayed wide and inside,
along with the sparkling of blood and scales, there is the sparkling of a brooch.

I pray to St. Brigid: help me find the things I've lost, the things that swim in fish
bellies, the things he tossed out to sea.

Brigid travels far and wide. She visits Elphin, where my great-great grandmother
Anna was born and baptized, where I first felt home. She and I walk the same paths.
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On one journey, she brings nuns and bishops, a whole cohort, to see how they can
best serve the people. As night falls, they come to a house that looks big enough to hold
them all. The only one for miles.
She knocks.
The woman opens the door with a tear-streaked face.
“May we rest here?” Brigid asks.
The woman takes note of the travellers' clothes. Christian. Clergy. Maybe they can
help.
The words from a fight echo in the room as the travellers enter. They nod at the
woman and her husband. Brigid hears them loud and clear in the silence. What is wrong

with your womb, woman? Why can you only birthe dead sons and mute daughters?
“I want to see your daughters,” Brigid says to the woman.
“We have no daughters!” the husband shouts, startling the cohort. “Get out of here!”
The man lunges at them and the clergy members run. They mount their horses and
the husband runs after them. He throws a stone at Brigid. It misses her, hitting her horse so
that it whinnies and bucks. Brigid is thrown, into a creek, where her head hits the rocks.
The crowd brings her inside, angry and ignoring the husband. The wife nurses her,
apologizing again and again. The mother of dead sons dips a cloth in the w ater and dabs at
the blood in Brigid's hair. When Brigid opens her eyes, the room sighs.
Brigid smiles at the mother and takes the bloody rag from her.
“Where are your daughters?” she asks.
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The woman opens a door and Brigid motions for the girls to step into the main
room. The two of them stand in front of her, eyes darting, looking from father to mother but
never at Brigid.
Brigid lifts the bloody rag to one girl's throat. She makes one long stroke of her own
blood from chin to sternum. She does the same to the second daughter.
They speak.
“Come here, sister,” they say.
And the nuns, daughters, and mother embrace.

I pray to St. Brigid: wash me clean. Help me get my voice back.

A young nun kneels in front of the abbess Brigid.
“Forgive me, mother, for I have sinned.”
It is noticeable now, the way her belly is swelling.
The nun begins to cry. “I fear I am with child.”
Brigid rests a hand on her shoulder, “You are no longer.”
The young woman looks up at her. And ju st like that, without the pains of childbirth
or miscarriage, the nun is free. The weight dissolves. Her body is again her own.
“You are a virgin again,” Brigid tells her. “Go in peace.”

I pray to St. Brigid: lessen my burden. Rid me of the weight in my womb. Make me a
virgin again.
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Brigid dies on February 1st, Imbolc. It is the day when the tides change in favor of
spring, when we are closer to spring than to winter. Adjusting for time zones, I am born
exactly 1457 years later, to the day. I am sure that if any saint can hear my prayers, it will
be Brigid, mother of my motherland, saint of my birthday. But in reality, I am born on
January 31st, an ocean away. It is still winter.

I pray to St. Brigid: I get a non-answer.
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Burst Tail
it gaped open wide, filled with light water,
drooled and yawned, gulped up her home,
farm, cows, sheep and all, as the spring
burst beneath, it roared and spit, the giant maw of the earth
swallowed her mother, father, brothers, left only her
and her dog washed up in a little cave
sucked into the depths of a world that is only this cave
the land of her first steps and kisses, gave way to the water
burped and swallowed her home
as if someone digging a grave had struck a spring
that wouldn't stop flowing and growing until the earth
gave way and no longer belonged to her
bubbles like weights pulling her
down into the lucky air pocket of cave
where fish swirled, flickered into the stars of too-black water
where algae makes clouds and a dolphin's the moon and there is no home
only drowning, drowning in spring
and because she misses the solidity of earth
she searches out the family who is not buried safe beneath earth
finds her mother, bloated, under the bed and her
father squished between old wooden chairs she brings it all to the cave
brothers' eyes covered with plates faces dissolving into water
making a life-sized, water-logged doll house home
where she and her dog pretend it's always spring
and they make a life inside that spring
where they play house under the earth
with corpses and death, having seaweed tea parties as her
family rots, sitting in chairs in that cave
after a year, the water's
too much and she needs a home
and because she knows that home
is not for her, she embraces the spring
gives up on earth
and asks only that she could be a salmon and her
dog can be an otter, so that they are suited for the cave
and can live in that water
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her spring wish is granted, by half she shirks the cave
no longer needs earth she gets a pink salmon tail and her dog, too can swim
and for three hundred years that water's her home
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Cycle Two
Blown Afar
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The surfer bends down to pick a rock up from out of my suitcase. It is slate gray,
nearly black and layered in a way that should not have held together all these years. And
yet it has.
“My first rock,” I tell him. “The one from Ireland. The start of my travels, the start of
my life in a suitcase.”
“You've been carrying it with you all this tim e?”
I laugh, “I've gotten rid of so many things through the years: clothes, yearbooks, all
kinds of memorabilia. But that rock...”
It feels like a thing in my blood. Something I've inherited. After that trip to Ireland, I
couldn't stay put. Before I even graduated high school, I was off, away. In foreign countries
on my own. But there's a darkness to it.
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I hand a photograph to the surfer. It is a picture of my parents, taken when they
were younger and more beautiful than I ever rem em ber them being. They're on the beach
and my mother looks like she's ju st emerged from the sea. The salt on her skin is making
her sparkle in the sunshine and her hair is pulled back to one side. Her legs are entangled.
She's particularly mermaid in this photo. She is so bright that my father fades.
“Your m other?” he asks.
I nod.
“She does look like a mermaid.”
“She would agree with you.”
The silence clenches my belly and I have to cry out. It has begun.
“Are you ok?” he leans down to put his hand on my shoulder. I jerk away. As he
stands up, the seaweed that has been clinging to him begins to slip. It is no longer w et and
the glue of seawater is coming undone. I look away.
By the time the pain has passed and I can look up again, his kelpy suit is on the floor
and he has covered him self with the sheet from my bed. The blue is draped over him in
waves and I wonder if he ever wears anything that's not the ocean.
“Are you alright?” he asks.
I nod again.
“What do we do?” He is concerned.
“We wait it out, I guess.”
The silence is watery.
“My name's Jake, by the way,” he says, trying to fill it.
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“Ok,” I say, realizing that I have been so self-absorbed that I never thought to ask.
Maybe didn't even care. But, I've got a lot going on.
Outside, I can hear the next rainband starting to fall. The wind is getting stronger,
louder. Instead of whistle, it is a howl.
I exhale sharply and bend over. I hold my head in my hands, but the pain fills all of
me.
It is then that the w ater starts creeping in. At first, it is a little puddle, as if from a
leak or a man at the door. But soon I can tell it is moving, coming closer, growing.
The pain of the contraction subsides, but the water continues barging in the door. It
is a trickle, but intrusive, a gentle mother's-knock of ocean. We move to sit on the bed,
where our feet cannot get wet. The w ater is still slow, not a surge.
As the ground is covered with water, the animals seek a place to land. Ants and
spiders crawl up the walls. A cockroach creeps up the chair and another one climbs the
nightstand. These creepy-crawlies don't bother me. In fact, I feel glad that they can find
some shelter, too. It feels nice to know that we are all in it together, I think.
But then I see the snake. It is only a black racer, not poisonous, but I freeze ju st the
same. It wraps itself around the bedpost, resting its head on the top.
They keep coming, the animals that have been living in my unused bedroom. They
gather and grow, like flowers blossoming on the walls. The fire ants form balls, crawling on
each other and rolling until they land on the side of my desk, crawling up to safety. Another
snake grows like a vine out of the water, finding rest on the bookshelf.
“S o . ” he starts. There is no way, I suppose that conversation will not be awkward.
But the silence is awkward as well.
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“Do you live here?” he asks.
And because the land is broken and floating, I wonder what he means by “here.” And
because I have been gone so long, I wonder what he means by “live.” And because my belly
bulges and I might be we, I don't even know what he means by “you.”
“I don't know.”
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Sequins and Chains
My great-great grandmother Marie Vojik was from Eastern Europe, from a country
that doesn't exist anymore. She came to the United States with no family and a secret. Or
maybe it's more correct to say that she came without the secret, leaving it behind so that
her American family would find out about it only after she died.
Marie's ship manifest says that she came alone, second class, with only twenty-five
dollars to her name. But there are histories undocumented, and I know for a fact that the
ship m anifest is wrong. Her age is wrong. Her hometown is wrong. There are so many
details missing.
Though on paper, she was a second class passenger, she stood dolled up on the
promenade deck of the SS Grosser Kurfurst. Scandal reddened her lips, hung jewelled from
her earlobes, and wrapped his arm around her waist. By now, she was used to the sideways
glances and delighted in them. She looked back over the ocean, into the wake of the ship
and tried to count the miles from home. Hvozdany to Bremen and New York was alm ost in
sight.
“Oh, dear,” one of the other passengers who had taken to her leaned over, “You are
going to love America. It's so much less stuffy than the Old World. You can be absolutely
anyone you want to be. And the entertainment, well, it's ju st divine.”
Marie smiled. “Hopefully Count Dracula will be willing to take me to see all the
strange sights,” she playfully patted the count's chest.
“Nothing's too good for my little stowaway,” he joked back. They were on one of
those decadent trips that people took for months at a time, touring with no plans to return.
The count was richer than rich, and the scandal followed them like mist, because he was
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married, and not to Marie. But he dressed her up and took her to new continents and Marie,
who had not grown up rich, was dazzled by it all.
In New York, Marie's hopes started to materialize. The count, Zigmund, took her out
to a magic show. He thought it was quaint, the way she felt drawn to it, but he had also seen
the strangeness in her. They sat in the front row, watching the antics of so-called Charming
Choffrey as his illusions delighted the crowd.
Marie looked over at Zigmund and smirked. They had spent their time in the city
indulging in the new American styles and the count had bought her everything she asked
for, so that she stood out in the crowd, wanting to be as close to the action as possible and
not in a “stuffy” balcony seat. Her hair was piled on her head in unruly curls that curved
around her pouty face. So glamourous and ready for a good time, like the world couldn't
touch her. Her neckline was broad, showing too much of her shoulders and chest, and her
dress hugged tight under her breasts, dropping straight down to her ankles so that it was
clear she had abandoned all pretense of a corset. She wore a headband with sparkling
pearls that seemed to wink and smile in a come-hither way. It was no wonder the magician
chose her.
“Can we have a beautiful lady from the audience come help me with my next
illusion?” he called out, eyes only on Marie.
The count, of course, encouraged his little trophy mistress to show off and she was
quick to comply, silk and pearls swinging all over. She looked like she belonged on stage.
From the instant she stepped up, the crowd lost all interest in Charming Choffrey. Marie's
magic was more intoxicating.
“Hold this please,” Choffrey handed Marie a scarf.
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He started his trick, whisking scarves out of his sleeves and Marie was so taken with
the audience and the drinks she'd had that she started spinning. Her skirts went flying and
her curls twirled and all the colors of the scarves wrapped around her in a whirlpool of
silky rainbow. The magician pulled more and more silk from his sleeve, trying to keep up,
but he ju st couldn't. Desperate to take back his show, he pulled out a deck of cards and had
them flying all over the place, up his arm and back, around his head, poking out of his
pockets. But still, Marie spun and all eyes were on her. Suddenly, when it seemed she
couldn't spin any faster, the scarves fell to the floor and she disappeared.
After the show, Choffrey found her backstage. And boy, was he furious. And curious.
“What the hell happened out there?” his voice was strained.
“Magic,” Marie said with a wink. “Don't you believe in magic?”
“I deal in illusions. It's not magic. It's performance and an art and you stole my
show.”
“Yes, but did you hear the applause?” Marie beamed.
And the magician had heard the applause. And even if he hadn't made it happen, he
was the one who accepted it on stage. Marie watched his face as he relived the ovation from
the audience. She jumped on it.
“It was stellar! W e're perfect together,” she wrapped her arms around his neck,
drunk on applause and spirits. “Take me with you!”
“Wait, what?” he asked. “W here?”
“Everywhere! We'll have a travelling act. Join a circus. See the whole world
together!”
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“It doesn't ju st work like that,” he said, trying shake her infectious excitem ent out of
his head.
“Why not? I need this. Please. I need a new start. I've ju st arrived and I've been
playing mistress for years and I ju st can't do it anymore,” her accent swirled and dipped
and it was all too much for Choffrey.
Well, he saw his chance. The chance to both have someone and soak up adulation
from audiences night after night. And so he took it.
“Ok, over here.” He lead Marie to a coffin-shaped trunk. It was gilded and gaudy and
every bit as fake as any stage prop, covered with shimmering locks and stickers from exotic
lands. There were chains wrapped around and around it. Charming Choffrey undid the
chains and opened the door, ushering Marie inside. He opened a false back and she
squeezed in. But Choffrey had seen what she was capable of and w asn't convinced that she
would stay put. So he chained her hands together and her feet to the bottom corners of the
trunk and locked each chain with a key. Her smile slid to the side of her face and she bit her
lip as she winked at him. He closed the false back and the lid, wrapped the chains around it
and locked each of the twelve locks of the trunk. And ju st like that, Marie did, literally
disappear that night.

Choffrey had a smile too big for his face but ju st right for the stage. His pearly whites
leapt out of his mouth and greeted you a little too enthusiastically. His blond hair slid
smoothly to his left, as if bowing to kiss your hand. His cheeks were rosy and fresh; every
moment was blushable. And his eyes, boy were they sparkly. Almost even more than
Marie's stage dress. She always did like shiny things.
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And of course, he was taken with her because she was actually magical. She was the
exact thing he'd been working his whole life to imitate. And you can imagine that sparks
flew fast and fiery between them.
“We need to leave New York today,” was the first thing Marie said as he unlocked
her from the trunk.
“I have shows,” he said. “Already scheduled. But I'm sure it's fine to have an
assistant.”
“No,” Marie said. “He can't find me. I need to be really gone.”
“Well, I'm scheduled here for the next week. After that, we can look at other places.”
But this w asn't good enough for Marie. She knew it was going to be impossible to
hide on stage, that if she truly was going to disappear, it needed to be immediate. And so,
she did the only thing she knew how.
That night, in the darkness of Charming Choffrey's little flat, she vanished again,
leaving only a note. I need this to work, but we can't stay here.
Well, Marie played Charming Choffrey like a fiddle. He was ju st looking so hard for
magic and Marie was the closest he'd ever found. He w asn't ready to let that go. That
morning, he set out to the office of his friend, John Monighan, who had given Choffrey a
standing invitation to join his Roving Hippodrome any time, and signed a contract that
included both Choffrey and Marie.
When Choffrey returned to his room, Marie was back in the trunk, wrists locked in
chains and ankles tied to the corners of the false back.
“Thank you,” she said.
He nodded. Choffrey closed the trunk, chained it up, and brought Marie to the circus.
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From their very first performance at Monighan's Roving Hippodrome and
Menagerie, Marie called the shots.
“I want to do something daring,” she had said. And she certainly succeeded.
Choffrey warmed up the crowd with some of his usual card tricks, but once Marie
came on stage, the show was unlike anything anyone had seen before. It broke all the rules.
Marie pranced on stage in a red sequined gown, sparkling like rubies as she tangoed
around Choffrey. They started with the scarves, silk wrapping her up until she spun into
oblivion, ju st like the first time they met.
As the audience applauded, Marie came back for more and Choffrey opened the
trunk that he had used to bring her to the circus. He chained her in, playfully tsk-tsking her
disappearance. However, instead of using the false back the way any other magician would
have, Choffrey showed the audience the way the trunk was supposed to work and never
closed the hatch. Instead, Marie was out in the open, chained and locked in the trunk with
wrists and ankles bound to the corners, making her an X.
Marie danced in the box, taunting Choffrey and winking at the crowd behind his
back. She slipped her hands out of the shackles, blowing kisses into the audience and
flirting saucily. Choffrey turned to look back at her and she put her w rist back in the cuffs.
As he turned back to the audience, he demonstrated the solidity of the chains they used.
Marie slipped her pointed foot out of her shoe and out of the shackle that bound her ankle,
pulling her foot slowly up her leg, lifting her skirt. She took her time and Choffrey turned to
chain her in and caught her in the act. In response, he spun the trunk around, opened the
false back so that Marie's backside was showing. He secured the chains with twelve locks
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around the travel trunk with both doors open, so that the audience could see that the bonds
wrapped around and around her. He spun the trunk as he locked them, Marie looking more
and more trapped, more and more terrified. He turned her away from the audience.
Choffrey took her hair and pushed her forward, so that she was slightly bent over.
He reached behind his back and pulled out a whip. Shaking with anger, he raised the whip
and sent it down toward Marie. Just as the whip cracked against her backside, Marie
disappeared. The audience fell silent as the echo of the thwap resounded through the room.
No one knew what to make of it.
But then Marie, came back on stage, smiling and waving. Choffrey shook his head in
disbelief, allowing her her moment with the crowd. But when he gathered him self again,
enough was enough. He grabbed her w rist and brought her to a box lying horizontally. He
locked her in it, securing her arms inside, her feet sticking out the end and a chain around
her neck so that surely she could not misbehave. He brought out a saw and began to run it
quickly through the box. Marie cried out and then smiled at the audience. Choffrey sawed
and sawed until the box, and Marie, was in two pieces. Just as Choffrey turned the top half
of the box to show that they were fully separated, Marie winked at the crowd and vanished,
leaving only her feet. The audience exploded.

This power play, of course, was all part of the show. After the success of their first
performance, Marie returned to her carriage to find Choffrey sheepishly holding flowers.
“You've been waiting for me?” she asked.
“Well, the performance was ju st so good. I wanted to celebrate with you.” He held
the flowers out to her. When she didn't move to take them, he decided that he needed to do
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more to impress a woman like this. He threw the flowers in the air and they burst into
flame, flying away as doves.
“Take off your pants,” she said.
He did as he was told. Marie smiled. Magic.
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Prague, Czech Republic: 4 9 8 5 .1 2 Miles from Home
4 3 3 2 .0 4 Nautical Miles
I didn't go to Prague looking for roots. I hadn't thought much about the fact that my
great-great grandmother was from the area when I made plans to go. But being there
solidified my lack of rootedness.
So I started digging. It w asn't enough ju st to know where my family came from. I
needed something to hold me to the ground, something that could help me grok the fullness
of the land, soak it up, something that could help me grow and sprout new selves. It was
feverish.
I knew where I came from. I came from a land of sand and swamp. Florida. In the
wetlands, there was no ground to see. The murky bottom of the swamps shifted and
muddied the w ater ju st as I reached for it. It never settled. And besides, swamps were
dangerous. W ater moccasins wove com et trails through the muck. Alligators twined around
my legs and smiled up at me to scare me away.
Florida w asn't all swamp, but the beaches w eren't any easier to root in. The Florida
sand was alm ost entirely limestone, white and powdery. It was lovely for sunbathing, but
not anything to hold on to. The grains were made of millions of years of sea fossils. The
shells of nautili and horseshoe crabs ground into a fine dust and sprinkled along the shore
like the ashes of a long-forgotten loved one. There's no water to drink on the beach, no
nutrients to soak up. Just the pulverized skeletons of a pre-mammalian ocean.
There were edible roots in Florida. Like kudzu. Kudzu's roots were used in Chinese
medicine as a hangover cure. And it was all over Florida. It was invasive. It soaked the
nutrients out of the soil and strangled the trees.
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And that was exactly how I felt about Florida: nothing to hold on to, drowning in
muck, a strangling invasion. I couldn't sink my teeth into it. It didn't offer any sustenance. I
wanted to leave before I could even form memories.
At sixteen, things were falling apart for my Florida self. My parents were getting
divorced. My grandparents were moving away. I had ju st broken up with my fiance in a
way that I couldn't make sense of. I tried to cut myself to make things less confusing. My
friend Marc offered a different solution: “You should be vegetarian.”
This was laughable at the time. I loved hamburgers. It was the only thing I ate at
restaurants. I ate only red m eat and potatoes. Hamburger and french fries, steak and baked
potato. I hated the lobster and fish that my family brought home. I hated the clams that we
dug out of the Indian River Lagoon.
But I became vegetarian. It wasn't a health choice. I w ent from eating red m eat and
potatoes to eating cheese and potatoes. When people asked, my response was that it just
felt better to not eat flesh. I cringed and gagged at the feel of flesh in my mouth. Looking
back, I can see that it was about control. Perhaps if I ate only vegetables, I would have some
control over my body. I wanted to be the one who chose what w ent inside.

In Prague, it seemed that every soup, every dish was filled with roots: onions, beets,
carrots, potatoes. The more I ate, the more I needed. I became crazed, like a truffle pig, nose
to the ground trying to sniff out what I needed.
I had tried Ireland. Potatoes had seemed like the most obvious choice. Something I
could really sink my teeth into and already loved. It was a history that I had always been
connected with. Growing up, we were steeped in Irish culture: Catholic school, corned beef
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and cabbage, Irish saints. Saint Patrick's Day was one of the biggest holidays in our family,
rem iniscent of the way that other people celebrated Thanksgiving: aunts and uncles and
cousins and grandparents all gathered around for traditional food. My m other seemed to
bake soda bread for days and I obsessed about finding the perfect green outfit. I secretly
loved that I was the one out of all my siblings who had inherited the freckles and blue eyes.
So when I first visited Ireland, it felt like coming home. I couldn't fathom why my
Irish great-great grandmother had left. Had the potato let her down? Did she have
adventure in her blood? Was it her itchy feet that I had inherited that moved me from Vero
Beach, Florida to ElphinPragueBangkokFairbanksAway? Or was there something more
sinister in her leaving? The questions all implicated me, too. Perhaps it was in my blood to
move, or perhaps I was on the run.
The eyes of potatoes stared up at me as I ate them, asking for some kind of truth.
The last time I was there, I celebrated St. Patrick's Day in Dublin, ju st before going to
Prague. In a pub, an Irish boy asked me if I had any Irish in me and when I replied
enthusiastically that I did, he asked, “Would you like a little more?”
So I didn't put down roots in Ireland. Not any of the times I went.
It w asn't until I actually lived in Prague that I found out how Czech I was. Nearly as
much Czech as Irish. While I was there, my mother, my grandmother, and her brother and
sister all came to the motherland, the land of my great-great grandmother Marie, to m eet
the cousins. And they learned a family secret too scandalous to believe.
Prague w asn't lacking for roots. Lots of potatoes again, carrots and leeks and turnips
everywhere. But I didn't acknowledge my hunger. I didn't visit the cousins, didn't want to
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know any more about my great-great grandmother. Instead, I was drinking beer for
breakfast and drenching myself in expats.
In Prague, I got my passport for a life abroad, an international teaching certificate. I
became an expat. I saw myself as someone with no home, a citizen of the world was how I
put it.
Here is how the traveling went: Ireland (as you know), the Netherlands, the
Netherlands (again), Paris, Crete, the Netherlands, Colorado, the Netherlands. And this was
all before I even finished college. Once I was done with that, there was nothing holding me
to Florida anymore. I ran.
Ireland, Spain, Prague, Hungary, Slovakia, Germany, the Netherlands, Alaska,
Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, San Francisco, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, New Zealand, the
Bahamas, Alaska. All in the span of ten years.
I had addresses in Prague, Vero Beach, Cooper Landing, Bangkok, San Francisco,
Kanchanaburi, Bangmod, Bangkok again, Wellington, Fairbanks. A new one every year.
But even this is incomplete. The list above is the one I made from memory. I had
forgotten so many places. I was everywhere so that I could be nowhere.
Here is what my passports say, since 1999: the Netherlands, the Bahamas, the
Netherlands, the Netherlands, the Netherlands, England, Spain, Austria, Hungary, Germany,
France, the Netherlands, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand,
Laos, Thailand, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand,
Singapore, Thailand, Cambodia, the Bahamas, New Zealand, the Bahamas, Thailand,
Cambodia, Thailand Malaysia, Thailand, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia,
Thailand.
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They're not in any order, ju st stamped randomly in there, but they make quite clear
the disappearing.

In Prague, I was winter. For Halloween, I put icicles in my hair, dangled strands of
snowflakes from my ears. In a black lacy slip and lace-up, knee-high boots, I roamed the
city. It was cold and it turned my skin white, flaky. As if I was made of snow, could rain
enough pieces of myself that I could become spring and new things might start to grow. I
wrapped myself in silvery blue fabric, nestled it under my breasts and over my belly, let the
lacy bits of the slip show above and below the blue. On my backside, I made a train of pure
silver, a bustle that followed in my wake and left the trail behind me icy. Above the bustle,
there was a sparkly mess of branches. As the city grew colder, I tried to become the season,
to be as nebulous as weather and to sink into the background.

I spent my nights in Heaven. It was an underground bar called Nebe, Czech for
paradise, I was told. In Heaven, I was surrounded by other expats, other artists and
teachers and people with secrets. It was these secrets that kept us all there together. We
didn't ask where people were from. No one wanted to answer that. We asked where they
had been. We compared our lists, asked each other for more information about how long
we could be on the lam, about other places that might harbor us when our time in Prague
ran out, about where we could get visas without questions being asked. All this happened
in the rare moments when we spoke to each other. Mostly we danced, and drank.
By the time I left Prague, beer for breakfast seemed normal. It was cheaper than
water and made it easier to get through the days.
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I swam in the history. Not in the river itself, but on the riverbanks. The Vltava
seeped into the air, left its particles on me. I breathed in bits of communist smoke from the
eighties and rumors of vampires a thousand years old. The history of the city itself was so
thick that you could alm ost forget that you had your own history before it.
It was there that I learned the joy of disappearing: how easy it could be and how safe
it could feel. People back home would say things like, “I could never do that. You are so
brave.” And I wouldn't admit it to myself, but deep down, I knew that I could never do what
they did. I could never put down roots in Florida and have daughters and soak in the fetid,
humid air. They were braver than me. I was ju st so scared of life that I ran away. I really
was only a coward. A coward with no other choices.
I was lucky. I w asn't choosing forever the way my great-great grandmothers were. I
was choosing six months, a year at a time. I always had the option to see my family again.
In Prague, I started asking questions, softly to myself, about the side of the family we
talked less about, the non-Irish side. The m ost I knew about that wing of the family before
going to the Czech Republic was that my grandmother joked about her heritage by shouting
“Better red than dead!” at dinner when the subject came up.
But actually being there and knowing that there were secrets that we didn't know
before got me wondering. Was there more to the family mythology than the generic
immigrant story (better life, better opportunities)? Better than what? W hat had they lived
through that made them move? It was the first time I thought of my great-great
grandmothers as people.
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Marie Vojik had a secret, a child with a married man, a daughter that she had to
leave behind. It was something that her American daughter, my great grandmother, would
not believe, even after her children traveled to Hvozdany and saw it for themselves. If this
kind of secret could be kept, what else did we not know? And what were the details of that
story? And what about the other women in my family who moved continents, like Anna
Kenny? Not all decisions are economic ones. It didn't seem like the branch of the family that
stayed in the Czech Republic was worse off than we were. Americans are quick to think that
we are better off because our forem others came here. B u t .

I disappeared into the history, lived on top of the lives that came before, as if we
were all living together. The voices of the ghosts were there. In Prague, it was impossible
not to hear them. As if all of history was occupying the same space and time didn't matter.
All I needed to do was allow myself to hear them, allow myself to see my great-great
grandmothers in the room with me, listen to their stories and know that I was not alone.
The problem, though, was that these voices were telling my story, telling the secrets
that I was running from.
The wonderful thing about disappearing so often and living as a constant expat is
that everything is always new, so you don't need to remember. Your brain is always
focused on absorbing the new surroundings. There's no time or space to get lost in your
memories. You are lost in the world.
This ended when my great-great grandmothers started talking to me.

109

The rock I took from Prague is actually a painting. I bought it on the Charles Bridge.
It was small, which was perfect for fitting in my suitcase. It weighed less than an actual
rock. It was a painting of the clocktower in the Old Town Square. It was only one color, only
brown: the sky, the buildings, the roads, the time. They looked like they were seeping down
the page, swaying in waves as if the painting was underwater, sinking and disappearing
into the Vltava.
I bought it because I wanted to believe that this was how it was made. That the
artist, who signed Aschat in the lower corner, made it by sitting on the bridge and dipping
the paper into the river. He dunked it ju st once. It was saturated with wild water, which is
what Vltava means. As he pulled the paper out of the river, it left its streaks and stories
behind, drying into a picture of the clocktower. The mud and silt of the Vltava was so
closely connected to the city, carried so much of its history inside it that it dried into the
stories it held. The buildings crumbled and the rain washed tiny bits of castles into the river
so the sedim ent in the w ater was thousands of years of history in rocks.
The Vltava could only carry so much. It was running too. There was too much past
inside it and so it tried to escape the city.

The winter settled on the metropolis and lit it with magic. Even in this landlocked
place, there were mermaids. Rusalkas. Women who would rain down on the city. Women
who had been wronged and therefore would pull men to their deaths. They floated in the
Vltava. As the molecules of w ater slowed, so did they. W inter in the river was a special time
for mermaids. The coldness reminded you of how unlike humans you were. It wrapped
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around you and changed your blood, froze you so you moved at quantum languidity. Your
molecules slowly swirl around the water, dancing like an old-time waltz.
But it w asn't mermaids I was thinking about in Prague. It was disappearing and
eating roots. So many roots that I could not even drink the water. All beer and roots.
Prague was a missed opportunity. I was ju st an hour from the place where Marie
grew up, from family that I never knew I had, from the hometown that Marie refused to
claim as her own. Why?
Even when my mother and grandmother came, I let them go ahead and find out the
secrets without me.
I am haunted by another place in the Czech Republic, another place I've never been.
It's a church made of skeletons, with a chandelier of skulls. This, to me, feels like Prague:
haunted by ghosts I never saw.
Over the city, the metronome didn't move. Time was still. The rusalkas were frozen
below the w ater and the young men of the city were grateful for that. But even frozen, the
beauty of the rusalkas held. They were like roses in the first snow, full of life and so close to
death and somehow all the more beautiful because of it.

In truth, I rem em ber very little of Prague. Or Ireland, or Bangkok, for that matter. My
memories don't seem to be working right. It feels like everyone rem em bers so much more
than I do. As if I am stuck repeating the same experiences again and again. I can't move
forward. I can only relive it. As if my mind hopes that maybe one day I will relive it and
something will change. That maybe it will turn out differently and then I will be able to get
over it.
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After only a few months, that still metronome proved to be too much for me. The
same seconds replaying over and over, a silent and frozen moment. The next tick never
came after the tock.
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The Hair of His Children
Ana, the Bringer, our queen, was beautiful once, free like a fairy should be. But that
was so long ago, before her children.
At the time, she was known everywhere, among humans and others, as the most
lovely virgin in the world. It's no surprise that he wanted her. But there was no way she
could want him back.
She calls us to her chambers. We are the three who feed her. Each of us, each day,
pricks a finger on our left hand and lets her suck one drop from us. It is all she ever
consume. It keeps her alive. She needs us. That is why we are the first to know.
She licks my pinkie, taking her daily drop and then wipes her mouth.
“You must pack your things,” she says to us. “We need to disappear.”
“Disappear? To w here?” We three say it in unison, always together. Always as one.
We have always lived here. This land is our home. We can not imagine living anywhere else.
“King Locol has asked for my hand in marriage.” She can not look us in the eye. She
stares at the floor.
In unison, we gasp. They were human once, sent underground. But they've become
too harsh, too rough to be called that now. Locol, their king, well, even the thought of him
gives us shivers.
And so we do as we are told, gather the bare essentials. A sword for each of us. Food.
And finally, poison for our queen. If she is to be captured, we are to make sure she does not
fall into his hands.
We disappear.
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They come that very day, to our people.
“Where is Queen Ana?” and no one can answer.
Locol look to his men. He picks up a small girl, holding her by her ankle, and shoves
her all at once in his mouth. The whole kingdom hears the crunch. It reverberates through
the world.
Locol's men tear at our people, breaking them with their teeth, swallowing them as
feet and hands fall from their mouths.
We can feel it, even from where we hide. It is no use. Ana will not stay in hiding, will
not let her people die.
She reappears in front of him. Locol holds his hand out to stay his men.
“Ok, Locol. You have won,” her shoulders droop. Already the life is draining out of
her.
“You will marry me, then?”
“I will, if you let my people be,” she says.
We three fall.
“That was all I ever wanted,” Locol says. He takes her hand and she freezes, her
whole body turned to stone.

We think that the w orst is over, that giving in will save our kingdom. And there is
peace. But at what price?
“I need my maidens with me always. They are my sustenance,” Ana tells Locol. He
agrees. He tries to make her comfortable. But there is no comfort when he is around.
“I long to have you, my wife,” he touches her cheek. She winces.
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“I will not. I have married you. That is all I will give,” she responds.
We three sit in the corner. Having ju st given her her daily drops of blood, we send
her courage and strength from where we sit. Even at the w orst of it, we refuse to look away,
believing that our witness might provide some support.
“Oh, my darling, it is not a marriage if it is not consummated,” he says.
“You know I do not love you. I do not want you. You have chosen a marriage that is a
sham,” she tells him.
“I must have you. You are my wife. That is your duty. You owe me,” his voice gets
rougher.
“I owe you nothing. I have left my kingdom and my people to live with you. I will not
give you any more.” Our queen is steadfast.
“It is not your choice to make, Wife,” he grabs her hair and pulls her close to his face.
As we watch, we feel his breath on us, smell his rage.
“You'll see,” he says. He lets her go. “You'll come around.”

Locol takes a walk the next day, seeking answers for his dilemma. What good is a
wife who won't perform her wifely duties? As he asks the question to the forest, the
wilderness answers.
A golden toad appears in his path.
“Magpie brains,” the toad croaks.
“What?” the king bends down closer to hear the toad's words.
“Feed her magpie brains.”
The king picks up the toad and pets it.
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“Thank you,” the king says, licking the back of the toad.
He returns with a pile of dead magpies.
“Take out the brains,” says the king. “Boil them to mush. It will be easier that way.”
We three sit in the corner silent, worrying over the pile of death.
“Of course I will not eat that,” Ana says, when the king brings her the ‘treat.'
“You will,” he says. He brings the spoon to her mouth and she turns her head away.
He grabs her chin and pulls her hair, so that her mouth is forced open.
“You will,” he repeats, shoving his spoon in her mouth.
And in her eyes, we can see her disappear, pupils glossed over as she falls.
We watch as he has his way with her. We try to will her strength. But she is limp,
gone. We hope she feels nothing. He leaves her there, naked and covered in flakes of his
skin.

The king's seed grows in her, each day she carries the reminder of his force. We
watch it suck the life out of her, drain her.
The child comes out with two magpie heads, gray with skin like a defeathered
chicken. Melalo, he is called. Violence incarnate. Melalo climbs inside humans, infects them
with rage and rancor, makes them murder and rape. Even the king is disgusted.
“Father, I know you are unhappy with me,” Melalo sits on Locol's shoulder,
whispering into his ear.
“I expected so m e th in g , different,” his father admits.
“Try again,” Melalo hisses. “Maybe I too can get a wife.”
“No magpie brains this time, though. They ruined you.”
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Melalo smiles, “Use hagfish. I do love those. All skull and no spine. Mmm. Boil it in
ass's milk. That should make it soft and sweet.”

And we watch as the king again forces the food down Ana's throat. She disappears
again, fleeing her body and we take comfort in that, in the idea that maybe she isn't there.
But again she carries the crime in her womb when she wakes.
We hold her as she gives birth to her first daughter. Hagfish with a woman's head.
Lily, she is named. Melalo takes her as his wife right away. She wiggles into human bodies,
leaving her hairs as she winds her way through, inflaming their bodies and making snot,
phlegm, and diarrhea. She fills humans with excess, makes them seep their insides out.
This child, too, is not to the king's liking. He watches as Melalo and Lily created more
and more children, scourges on humankind. Locol wants a family as big.
This time the child is born a sea urchin, a ball of spines that ruins Ana as she pushes
him out.
“We'll call this one Thulo,” the king declares. Ana looks away. W hat is she bringing
into the world? How can these diseases be hers?
Thulo takes great pride in the pain he brings his mother, and decides that his
purpose in life is to come to mothers everywhere, and bring them the pains of birth.
Melalo is sure to keep Lily pregnant and Thulo loves bringing his sister pain,
crawling up inside her and rubbing her insides with his spines, giving her nausea and
making her vomit. Melalo wants his brother out of his wife, and so turns again to his father.
“A wife for Thulo,” Melalo asks, infesting his father with the fury that he brings to
humans.
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So Thari is born, and she follows her husband into the bodies of women who have
ju st given birth, giving them fevers.

We watch as Ana fades, loses her will to resist and forgets about her kingdom. She
becom es a shadow, withers.
The next child, she refuses to birthe, so the daughter comes out of her mouth. Ana
hates her so. This one brings chills into the world.
Each time Locol comes to Ana, she disappears and he likes it that way, takes what
he wants.
Ana gives birth to more children: the one who brings indigestion and toothaches, the
one who brings boils. She can take no more.
“Melalo, my oldest and dearest,” she croaks. “Please, tell me how I can end it. I
cannot give birth any more.”
“Just bury yourself, mother. Bury yourself in shit,” Melalo tells her.
And Ana, not knowing what else to do, covers herself with dung. Something about
this feels right to her something about being as dirty as she feels.
It doesn't work.
Ana gives birth again, to syphilis and gonorrhea.

We can watch no more. Our queen has lost the ability to fight for herself, is
unleashing more pain than the world can hold. Something needs to break.
We, us three, we make the king a cake. We mix in the hairs of each of his children,
hoping that they will infect him the way they infect humans.
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For his birthday, the king has Ana only one time more. And she gives birth to cancer,
a disease that replicates by itself. The child comes out with more heads than any one
creature should have, and the tail of a snake.
But the cake works. After that day, the king loses his will to reproduce. He offers Ana
an agreement: he will let her go, but only in the form of a toad, the animal that started it all.
Ana waves the agreem ent away. She no longer cares. But we, we take it for her. Take
her hand and sign.
Ana is freed into the woods, as a golden toad. She croaks her own name, “Ana, the
Bringer.”
When humans hear this, they flee. If they are not fast enough, Ana crushes them
with the weight of rocks.
Her children give birth still.

119

Journey of the Rusalkas
As the seizures rock me, stories fall from my skin, sprinkling on the ground like confetti at a
party gone overboard. The Sacred Disease, said the Greeks, full of demons and gods and
premonitions, all fighting inside until my memories run away and I am left lifted. I mistake
myself for the moon, the beasts, the night, life itself. Selene, Artemis, Lilith, and Eve set fire
to my brain. And the only memory that is left is falling, falling, falling.
ask me the future
for I am exposed and mad
floating and sinking
This is how it is when you forget the memories you hold, when you have only future and no
past. Some secrets are too great to contain. Instead, the moon falls so in love with me that it
slips inside me, shakes me into the river, going under with me, making the night a watery
dark until the world is so black that all the stars fall. I wait in the water. W ait until the pain
in my womb is no more than a will-o-wisp. W ait until my red hair turns green, grows
longer than me and sways as fish nibble it. W ait for those who come near the water at
night, so that my seaweed hair can grasp them, seize them as they gulp the water, make
them convulse and rock, float and sink with me.
wrinkled skin and locks
w et that hold me trapped away
unquiet rocking
Maybe it isn't all bad. In June, when the air gets warm and summer comes, I lift myself from
the river, though my hair never dries, and walk amongst the fields. My breasts, my head,
drip with the water I've soaked up all year and the crops drink of me, so I can help feed the
people. The fluorescent green vines, trees, food are thirsty for my muck.
at night in willow
and birch I swing as water
flies seedlings suckle
And I wonder if all this would be moot if my head had never closed up. Maybe like cavemen,
I should drill a hole in my crown, let the gods out, let the demons free, and let the air and
water in. Press my fingernails into my skull and open it. So that there's balance between
what's inside my head and what's outside. So that the stories dissolve in the nighttime sky,
so that the memories come back. So that the heavy, airy, too-full density of my brain isn't
shaking, floating, sinking.
so the moon goes out
split in two, breathe through the brain
so the stars come in
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Cycle Three
Flooded
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The wind is howling, but I can hear something else. Some other tiny gust. I look over
my shoulder and on the chair behind me is a bat moth. I think we are past decorum now. I
lean back and take it into my mouth. The surfer winces.
“My appetite has become too much,” I say, looking down at my belly. Jake has done a
good job of keeping his eyes off it, of looking at me instead of the alien bulge I carry. His
eyes follow mine but he is too polite to say anything.
“There's something about the bat moths,” I continue. “They are strange hybrid
animals. They look more like bats than moths, big, black and brown and they hang from the
ceiling. Not curled up like bats exactly, but under the eaves ju st the same. They have huge
migrations, traveling continents. And they are monstrous. Moths shouldn't be so big.”
“They are strange,” he agrees.
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I have given up on eating roots. There aren't roots for me, I've decided, no ground
that I can hold on to. But I might be able to sustain myself on bat moths and lion fish, on the
air and the water.
Is it that this child is a m onster for invoking these cravings in me? Or am I making a
monster by feeding her these abominations? Venom and death and and migration and
invasion swirl in my stomach.
I bend and exhale, letting another contraction pass. They are coming more often. As
I empty the breath from my body, the world begins to groan. It is all-encompassing and I
look to Jake to see if it is in my head.
The surfer's eyes widen, looking to the door. It is a sound that cannot be ignored. I
move off the bed, splash in the water. It is nearly up to my knees now. I place my hand on
the doorknob. Jake nods. Slowly, I open it.
The wind pushes against the door, trying to come inside, as if asking to be saved
from itself. The surfer braces behind me, leaning his weight against me to help keep the
door from flying open. As we peek outside, the rain whips our faces, and I have to squint
into the storm.
The ocean is taking over the land. I can no longer see where the ground begins and
the sea ends. There is no shore. Oceans may have names, but they don't have lines. They are
like us, given some identity by being named, but the closer you look, the harder it is to draw
the lines betw een them, the lines betw een us. The water flows from one to another, not
caring about the name and on some level very deep down, Pacific or Atlantic stops being a
relevant distinction. Identity is made by drawing these invisible lines, by saying, I am this,

which means I am not that. This is a problem for me. How can I say what I am not? Where
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are the lines? Why am I so unwilling to draw them? You know that feeling when you let the
whole world in and there is nothing that is not you and you are connected to the whole?
That feels like you don't have skin, like your whole body is one of those shallow wounds
that takes off ju st the very top layer of you. I w ant that feeling always. It's not practical, I
know, because the world sees me as a separate entity and we cannot exist without the lines.
But I refuse to believe that I am a drop alone, separate from the other drops in the sea of
people and things.
So maybe here is a hint about what's happening with this pull of the oceans. Maybe
it is not enough to look to the place I was born or where my ancestors came from to try to
find out more about myself. Maybe I need to look in much more distant places. Or maybe I
am not looking far enough back. Perhaps our roots extend back further than our species,
further even than our genus. Have I been thinking too short-term ?
As my eyes adjust to the darkness outside, I cannot believe what I see.
It is a ship. A vessel so large that it blocks the entirety of the sky. It seems to be
floating, still, not washed up on shore. The sargassum gathers around it like a skirt. In large
white lettering, it whispers its name into the night, the USS Aeolus.
“I know that ship,” I tell Jake.
“From w here?” he pushes harder against the wind, against the door and takes some
of his weight off me.
“It is the Grosser Kurfurst,” I say, the years of research on my great-great
grandmothers have finally provided at least one answer. “It was interned in American
waters during World War I and they renamed it Aeolus and used it for the Navy efforts in
the war. It was supposed to have been scrapped.”
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“Far out,” the surfer says, slowly. It was clearly not scrapped. The steel was still in
full ship form. A ghost?
A sudden gust blows a palm tree like a missile and it hits the siding next to the door.
Jake shouts, and so do I. But I am not worried about the tree. I am shouting for my
insides, for the contraction that is coming again. I kneel in the w ater and moan. Jake pushes
the door closed.
The candles are fluttering. Suddenly the darkness of my boarded-up childhood
bedroom makes me claustrophobic. I light the few more candles in the room but it doesn't
help. Once the power goes out, hurricanes can be mostly waiting, sitting as the storm swirls
and hoping it keeps moving. Hurricanes in the northern hemisphere spin in a
counterclockwise progression. They bring the past back so you have to relive it over and
over again. And now, I am tired of moving backwards. I wish I were in the southern
hemisphere, where at least if there are storms, I could reel clockwise.
But I am not.
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Scarred
For so many years, I was terrified of that boa constrictor song. All I could see when I
heard it was Grandma Anna being sewn into the tarpon. You know the one, I'm being eaten

by a boa constrictor. What do you know, it's nibbling my toe. Oh gee, it's up to my knee. Oh my,
it's up to my thigh. As the song was sung, I could see Anna being held down, her legs fed into
the fish until she was the mermaid that Monighan's Roving Hippodrome and Menagerie
needed. Monighan and the circus's strongmen stopped at her middle and never got up to
the Oh, dread part, which is lucky for me, I suppose.
But I sometimes wondered if Anna would have rather ju st finished the whole thing
and been swallowed by the fish. There would have been less shame, maybe, and some kind
of resolution.
Really, I think the fish did get to her head. By the time she came to a few days later,
the flesh of the fish had begun to heal, merging and melding so that they really were one
being, sharing one blood and two brains. They had lungs and gills and four eyes and all of
that must have gotten to her.
Anna's fish was poorly placed, or perhaps perfectly placed, depending on who you
asked. It looked obscene, lips in all the right places. The tarpon was poised so that he was
looking up at her right side, eyes neatly bejew elling her hip. Gills hung like the ruffles of a
m iniskirt ju st at the tops of her thighs. She always was ahead of her time. The fish mouth
was open wide, teeth pressed against her. The mouth came to a V ju st above her mons
venus and in the back the crease between the globes of her cheeks m et the V of the fish
mouth so that you could alm ost imagine that they were one creature. When she cried, the
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fish responded with joy at rem eeting the ocean. It squeezed her then, hugging her legs with
its insides.
There was a relief in it, if she was being honest. Something safe about being held by
the fish, something comforting about knowing that her legs would never spread again.
There were times when the past sprung up too real and all Anna could hope for was to not
repeat it. The fish seemed to be a guarantee that she would be held safely. That was why
she put up with it.
Well, of course after that, Anna couldn't walk on her own anymore, so Monighan
assigned one of the strongmen, Alec, the job of carrying her everywhere. You can imagine
that Anna w asn't thrilled about being carried by one of the men who had sewn her into the
fish. Without him, she couldn't walk at all. But with him, she was reminded again and again
of the day they held her down and made her a mermaid in truth. The reality of it was less
glamourous than it might sound. I, for one, always dreamed about going back to the ocean
and having a fish's tail, but there was a dependency in her condition that was ju st sad.
Alec and the other Ekeneis brothers, Fragis and Daniil, were billed as the world's
strongest triplets. For their circus act, they showed their strength by throwing heavy things
at each other. They juggled bricks first, throwing three then six then nine, until the air was
filled with them. Then they traded them out, one by one, for canon balls, throwing the
weapons like they were children's toys. Slowly, carefully, they traded the canon balls out
for ship anchors. They threw three then six then nine anchors in the air, catching and
throwing and catching and throwing as the audience applauded.
The Ekeneis brothers never knew really what their birth order was. They were born
in Greece and abandoned in America by parents who they hoped would someday come
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back. But that was more than twenty years ago. It was possible that they actually were
triplets. They were the same size and looked similar, dark moustaches flexing on their
faces. They made sure to slick their hair all the same way. Alec, though, had taken the role
of the big brother, the caretaker of Fragis and Daniil. He was also the quietest. While Fragis
and Daniil wooed the elephant riders and tightrope walkers with their muscles, Alec spent
time with the snake charmer.
He was jealous, if he was honest. Jealous of the perform ers who actually had skills,
who could create things like music, who used knowledge of tricks and illusions. Alec felt
like all he had was brute force. He looked up to the snake charmer, wanted to be able to
bewitch something as dangerous as a cobra, make music that entranced it and made it
dance.
As Anna's legs, Alec set her on stage and sat in the wings as she performed. Like the
rest of the audience, he would be put to sleep, slip into dreams in which he played the flute
while Anna danced before him. Her scales twinkled in the lights as she swayed, reflected
Alec back to himself a hundred times. Each version of him in her tail was necessary, and
none of them were only muscle. Who hasn't dreamt of falling in love with a mermaid?
As Anna finished her song, the audience erupted and Alec woke. He came on to the
stage and picked her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck and nuzzled her face under
his chin. All of the eyes were too much for her. Just one performance a day was all that she
could handle.
It is impossible to go everywhere with someone and depend on them in the way that
Anna depended on Alec without falling in love with them on some level. And Alec, for once,
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was not ju st a part of an identical threesom e of strength, but had his own identity as
mermaid holder.
Anna both needed and hated Alec. This, of course, turned into a dangerous kind of
love. Alec liked the scales on her lower half because they reminded him of the snakes that
belonged to the charmer. He often imagined her as half woman half snake, especially in her
more venomous moods. He gently stroked her lower half in the direction of the scales to
feel how smooth they could be. If he rubbed the other way, however, it was very, very
different.
Alec w ent everywhere with her, of course, because that was her only means to get
anywhere. But when she wanted to be alone, she would sing to put Alec to sleep.
“You could ju st ask me to give you some space,” he told her, time and again. But in
reality, it was less about having time alone and more about making sure Alec knew that she
could knock him out at any time.

“I want a piece of you,” Anna said.
Alec's heart jumped. Maybe this m eant Anna was starting to fall in love back. Even in
her strange, monstrous state, Alec was completely devoted to her. But Anna had kept him
at a distance.
“I want to carry the curl of your moustache against my heart,” she said.
It sounded romantic, but Alec hesitated. His moustache was dear to him, trimmed
and twirled to perfectly follow the apples of his cheeks.
“A lock of my hair?” he asked.
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“This right here,” Anna ran her finger along the wave of his handlebar and leaned in
close to his ear. “It's the first part of you that ever touched me.”
Anna's breath on his neck reminded him of the first time they were close, when he
was the one leaning in and he let his moustache tickle her earlobe as he held her.
“This is becoming more than a job for me,” he had whispered to her then.
But Anna had another time in mind, one even before that, when Alec's whiskers had
slithered around her ankles and helped feed her to the fish.
“But my brothers,” he said.
Anna unbuttoned her blouse and opened the left side so that he could see her breast.
She pointed to the inside of the shirt. She had been planning this. Next to the buttons, just
over her heart, she had sewn a pocket inside.
Alec melted. She wanted him. He cut his curl him self and handed it to her.
She placed it in her pocket and buttoned up her shirt.
And ju st like that, Alec was easily distinguishable from him brothers. He was the
strongman with only half a moustache.

Anna w asn't content to have ju st the wave of his whiskers. She asked for the curve of
his fingernail, then for the whole nail. She asked for a toe and an ear. Alec gave her all he
could, disfigured him self to feed her love. When she asked for his thumb, he gave it, even
knowing that his famed act, the juggling of anchors, could not be done without it. He could
no longer catch the weights.
Soon Anna didn't even have to ask. He gave her more and more pieces of himself. A
shaving of his thigh, the skin on the back of his hand, until he wasted away. There was
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something about it that felt real to Alec, in a way he hadn't felt before. Anna paid special
attention to his wounds, doting on the spot from which he took his latest offering. She
would kiss it and caress it and Alec would feel that she was touching his very soul, that she
was beneath his skin, getting into his blood. For him, the intimacy of giving himself like this
replaced the sex they couldn't have.
As Alec whittled away at himself, Monighan saw an opportunity. He had lost a
strongman, yes. But the difference between strongman twins and triplets was not such a
great loss. Instead, Alec was strange enough now that he could become his own freak. The
man without skin.
Alec trudged on stage in the dark. Anna sat in the wing and when he looked to her
for comfort, she offered him two thumbs up.
Suddenly, the lights came on. They seemed harsher than they ever had been before.
The mountains and valleys of his scars were highlighted by the shadows of the spotlights.
The crowd gasped in unison. Women looked away. A child cried.
Alec did nothing on stage, except turn around, slowly, again and again. He wore
small shorts so that the audience could see as much of him as was acceptable.
He was a scar.

“Maybe we don't need to do this forever,” Alec suggested.
“What else are we going to do? Look at us,” Anna motioned at herself. “W hat are you
expecting exactly, that we're going to have kids and a nice little house?”
“W ell...”
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“Right, when we can't even -- Alec. If that's what you want, you're going to have to
find someone else.” Anna paused. “Obviously.”
“I want you.”
“Really, Alec?” Her words dripped. “You want to never have kids, never make love?”
He moved to take her hand and she pulled away.
“I am broken. I am a m onster and that's all I'll ever be,” she said. “You don't want
that.”
But Alec insisted.
“Find someone who can actually run away with you, who can be a wife. That acrobat
looks at you still,” Anna said, bursting with things she'd been thinking for a long time. “I
can't e v e n . Look at me. I'm not even a woman.”
Alec's shoulders deflated.
“Anna,” he moved to hold her.
She began to sing, to end the argument right there by shutting him up and putting
him to sleep. She threw a pillow at him, taunting him, reminding him that she decided when
the conversation was over.
“You can't do that,” he said. “Talk to me. Don't sing.” He moved toward her and
pressed the pillow over her mouth.
“Stop!” she screamed.
Alec pulled back, horrified at what he had done. He ran out of the carriage.

Anna sat fuming, even hours later. There was a knock.
“Go away,” she shouted.
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“It's about Alec,” it was Monighan.
Anna opened the door.
“I think you should come.”
When they reached the carriage that Alec shared with his brothers, Fragis and Daniil
were outside, sitting next to each other, eyes locked on her and twin moustaches twitching.
“Don't let her in,” one of the moustaches lashed out.
“I want to see him. W hat happened?” Anna started to panic.
“I think it's only fair,” Monighan said, opening the door.
“She did this!” the other moustache called as she walked inside.
The room was awash in Alec. It was a crimson ocean. It seemed impossible that that
much blood could even fit inside him.
Alec was on the floor, a knife in one hand and his final offering to Anna in his other.
He could not abide the suggestions she had made. He wanted to be with her, to be
the same kind of sexless monster that she was. He wanted to live in her world, a world
where sex w asn't possible but maybe love was.
But Anna didn't see it this way. When she saw that the last bit he gave her came
from between his legs, she scoffed. She remembered the love and attention that she had
paid to each of his prior scars and decided that this final cut was a last-ditch effort to get
her to pay attention to that part of him.
This was how she mourned, making him a monster to the very end.
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Bangkok, Thailand: 9 5 8 6 .7 8 Miles from Home
8 3 3 0 .6 8 Nautical Miles
In truth, the distance is not so easy to measure. Where does the heart of these
memories take place? In Bangkok? In Kanchanaburi? In Chiang Mai? In Koh Chang? Did I
turn m ost mermaid in the jungle, where snakes slithered over my legs and their scales
rubbed off on me? Or in the city, where my legs and heart snapped shut? At the temple
where I came face to face with my nightmares? Or on the island where my blood was
changed? There's a strangeness about being so far from home, about everyone being able
to see that you are a foreigner, about feeling like an outsider, that makes pinpointing your
place on a map much more difficult. The measurem ents say less than the difficulty in
making them.

In Kanchanaburi, I swam in the humidity, finally feeling like I lived under the sea.
There were fish everywhere. They floated above me, on lampposts and street signs, so that
I was sure that I was living underwater. It was unsurprising, then, when I found I could not
breathe.
I felt my skin getting thicker in the w et air and scales growing on me, armor that I
thought I needed to survive. The thick skin and scales pulled my legs together and sewed
up my calves and thighs. The dank earthiness of the air infected my head.
I try, now, to find where the truth begins and the metaphors end. But it is no use.
The memories happened exactly as I write them.
The dankness of the rainforest made me fester. My skin became slippery, always
wet. It didn't m atter how far I was from the ocean. My differences here stood out. Blue eyes,
freckled skin. Even when I dyed my hair black, I felt like some other sort of creature. Just
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my presence in a room seemed to terrify people, afraid that I would speak to them in my
mother tongue, that I would require from them more than they could give.
I spent my evenings on the banks of the River Kwai, ju st outside my apartment,
surrounded by an invasive plant, water hyacinth. It washed up on shore and rotted there
with millions of animals in its roots. Every day, I stared at water that I dared not enter,
longing for w ater where I could really swim. Even the showers were frightening there.
There were snakes everywhere.
I spent my days alone, lying on the white tile floor, trying to get some relief from the
heat. I moved there with a boyfriend, Sam, an American who had never lived abroad, never
been to Asia until the move. His face was too long and his mouth was like a cave, but after
he chose me over his wife, I had no choice but to run away with him.
Sam taught English at the local school, making more than any of the Thai teachers
and being treated like a king. His students asked him what kind of soap he used to get his
skin so white. It seemed that their adoration for whiteness didn't stop there. Soon he was
staying late after school, taking night walks for hours. I lost it when he started getting “Jub.
Jub. (Kiss. Kiss.) Sweet dreams.” texts from high school girls.

“She sucks my dick and makes me a sandwich when I get home from drinking at 2
a.m. If you're not willing to do those sorts of things, your best bet for a relationship is to be
lesbian,” he said to me, casually over beers at a bar in Hua Hin. He was a stranger, in his
sixties, from New York but tanned after so many years in Thailand. He overheard my
American friends and I talking about ‘sexpats' and he came to offer some friendly advice on
dating in Thailand.
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You have no idea, Mr. Sandwich.
He was the consummate sexpat. Came to Thailand years ago for the sex tourism and
never left, addicted to the submission of younger women, to the power of socio-economic
inequality. He felt good about himself, though, because he sent money home to her family.
Just like the others she saw while he was at this bar talking to us.
“You know,” he continues. “It's what every man wants. Men back home only put up
with that equal relationship bullshit because society says they have to. But here, they don't
have to. If it w asn't for those social pressures, every man would choose this. W e're ju st the
lucky ones who got ourselves here.”
My friends and I shrugged him off. Sick. But his words are echoed in other
conversations, with other W estern men. Just so obedient. Would do anything. Not like those

fucking feminists. Real women, you know? We developed a name for the sickness, a theory.
We called it “Heart of Darkness Syndrome,” HODS, for short. It was the feeling of power you
get when you were the lone white person in a place that worshipped whiteness. It was the
invincibility you felt when you lived permanently outside of social norms. Like Kurtz, you
forgot your humanity and the humanity of those around you and became the only actor in a
world which was all objects.
It was as if skin so white could not protect you from the closeness of the sun at that
latitude. Your brain fried, your insides charred, until your heart was roasted darkness.
In my boyfriend Sam, it started with smuggling drugs, over the land border from
Laos. It made me uncomfortable, so I stood far away from him as we passed through
immigration. But also, it was me who wanted the drugs. They made the lonely days in the
white cave of our apartm ent slightly more bearable, so I didn't complain. He shoved them
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in his underwear and said, “Do you really think they're going to check the underpants of a
white man?”
In one of my friends, HODS presented as shoplifting because, as she put it, “Really,
what are the consequences?”
I pretended that because I grew up in humid swampiness, in a place to hot to live,
that I was immune. I was not.

The first time I moved to Bangkok, I lived on the river. The Chao Phraya. I worked on
an old, converted rice barge. We took children upriver, sometimes they were children who
seemed that they had never been outside the city, had never been so far from concrete. As
we w ent north, we collected water hyacinth, pulled apart its roots and counted the secrets
inside. Each crab we found, each bug corresponded to a level of water purity. There were
some bugs that were only found if the water was extremely clean, and others that would
run rampant in filthier waters.
My favorite part of the trip was the temple that looked like a church. I felt a
camaraderie with it. It looked so out of place, even though its insides tried to conform. It
didn't m atter which scriptures or paintings it professed. Or who was depicted in the
stained glass. Outside, the building reminded me of my Catholic school, pale yellow with
ornate white trim. Even the grounds, with its manicured lawns and hedges, seemed out of
place and made a rude approximation of my alma mater.
Rama V had built the church to show colonizing European powers that Thailand was
also advanced enough to create buildings like the great churches of Paris or Rome. This one
was small. It had a black and white checkered floor that made it feel somehow like a
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bathroom. It was beautiful, no doubt, ornate rococo style. But everything felt ju st slightly
off. There was a Buddha in the tabernacle.
To this day, I wear teak beads from this temple, wrapped around my wrist. I touch
them when I feel out of place, let their smoothness rub against me. But they also surround
me like a cuff, like shackles.
These were the rocks I carried with me when I left Thailand: prayer beads, tiny
Buddhas, carvings. Some hope that Buddhism's saints could tell me more than
Christianity's could.

“I love that painting,” I said to Shompooh, a friend who taught with me on the rice
barge.
We were at the Grand Palace, in W at Phra Kaew, the Temple of the Emerald Buddha.
“Thai mermaid,” she said. “Suvannamaccha.”
It made me a little homesick, especially for my mother.
“What is this?” I pointed to the monster near the mermaid. It was gruesome, I
thought. It had the body of a human, but also a very long tail. It was pure white and dressed
in golden Thai-style traditional clothes. It wore a helmet on its head. Its face was one I had
seen before, many times in Thailand. It had black eyes and many circles of cheeks.
“Hanuman,” she said. “Monkey.” I couldn't recognize what was monkey-like about
him besides the long tail. In a seeming reversal of the laws of physics, Suvannamaccha's tail
is mostly out of the water, so that she is floating on top instead of swimming. Hanuman
stands on her tail and leans his face next to hers, sticking out his tongue like he is about to
lick her. He reaches around her neck grabbing for her breast. She is not smiling.
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The look on her face is a feeling too close to home. Behind her, more mermaids deal
with more monkeys. Or maybe I am projecting.
“What's he doing?” I asked.
“They are in love.”

In my first office in Bangkok, we had a resident python. When the sun was out, the
python basked in the large mango tree between our building and the Chao Phraya. On
stormy nights, it came inside the office. We could hear it slithering across the ceiling tiles
overhead.

I have a recurring nightmare that began when I was about sixteen. I am asleep in my
bed and something slowly wakes me, some presence at my feet. It makes no noise, but I can
feel something is there. It slides onto my right foot. It is not alone. There is another one
slithering against my left calf. There is only one thing that moves like that. They glide up my
legs, an army of snakes. They are not scared or ready to strike. They are on a mission.
They begin to slide inside me and I cannot move, cannot cry out. More and more of
them slither inside until my belly is full, bulging. I can feel their fangs inside me, biting at
my flesh, poison spreading from the inside.
I do not know when or if I wake up. I do not know if they are gone. But it is time to
start my day. I begin going through the motions again.
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I haven't always been afraid of snakes. In third grade, Okefenokee Joe came to my
school and let us hold the snakes he brought. I was one of the few girls eager to touch them.
I can pinpoint the moment the fear began. It's not the snakes I'm afraid of.

But in Bangkok, the pythons and cobras start whispering in my ears. In raspy old
voices they repeat the refrains, the ethos of the place, any man would do it if he could.

In Thailand, the fear became consuming. I checked toilets before I sat down, shoes
before I put them on. Every night before bed, I ripped off the blanket, checked under the
sheets, and prayed that there were no cobras. The cobras were the worst.
I know because I m et one. Not in my bed, but in a temple. It was W at Umong, a forest
temple in Chiang Mai. I w ent because it appealed to the hippie in me, to the part of me that
wanted to disappear in the trees and be as far from people as I could.
The temple was not notable for its buildings, but for its lack thereof. At W at Umong,
the forest was the temple. I walked the paths lined with Buddhist sayings, in both Thai and
English. The talking trees shouted them out: All things arise, exist, and expire. Nothing is

permanent. Things come in and things go out. Detachment is a way to relax.
As I walked the trails, I read each sign wondering if I was a Buddhist, if these ideas
sat well with my lived experience.
And ju st like that, there was a cobra at my feet. It hissed, rose up, and spread itself at
me.
It was then that I noticed it everywhere. Six cobra heads poked out from behind a
Buddha. Cobras floated down steps to make handrails. Vines in the trees above grew hoods
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and slithered forward. I froze. There was nothing else I could do. I was surrounded.
Detachment is a way to relax. So I did what I always do when I feel threatened. I float away.
The rest of that memory drifted to the bottom of the sea. I can no longer find it. It
ju st sank.

“You're crazy,” Sam said. “Like, that's ju st crazy.”
“What about the text messages? I called the number back.” This was a confession
and it made me wonder if I was going crazy.
After a few months of living in the jungle of Kanchanaburi, Sam had started taking
his phone with him into the shower. So I hatched a plan. I knocked on the door. This was
totally premeditated.
“Yeah?” he called
“Can I come in? I have to pee,” I said.
“Yeah.”
I took the phone from the pocket of his shorts that were balled on the floor of the
bathroom. As I sat on the toilet, I found the affectionate text messages and memorized the
number. There was so much steam and the sound of the water made me feel soaked,
swimming deeper than I usually did.
In our bedroom, while he was still in the shower, I called the number on my own
phone.
Later, I confronted him:
“It was Ploy. She's one of your students,” I said.
“So what if my students call?”
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“And send kiss kiss m essages?”
“This is insane. You're insane. If you really think that I could do something like that,
then why would you w ant to be with me?” he asked. And he was right.
Later still, I brought it up again. I could not let it go.
“Just be honest with me,” I pleaded.
“I have nothing to say.”
I threw a pillow at him. The only time I've been literally violently angry in my life. He
caught the pillow and lurched at me, covering my face.
“You are crazy!” he yelled, on top of me.
I could not breathe. So you see, I had to leave.

I fear that he was right. That I am unlovable, unstable because of my past. That I am
so broken, used, damaged, that no one would ever be able to love me. But there's the even
worse fear that I am not capable of loving. That I am too scared, too scarred to be close to
people, that even if someone could see past all the disappearing and mermaiding that I
wouldn't be able to trust enough, to let go enough to love them back.
The w orst part of it isn't that I have trouble trusting others. The w orst part is that I
don't trust myself. I don't trust myself to know when other people are trustworthy, to know
when it is ok to love someone, to let someone touch me. Even when all signs say it's ok,
there is still a voice in the back of my head that reminds me that I've thought it was ok
before and it very much wasn't.
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In college, my best friend Gabriel and I were arguing in the kitchen of our dorm. The
smells of dumpster divers and eggplant parmesan floated around us. We were both
recovering Catholics. I am a woman and he is gay, so there was not much room for either of
us in the church, even if we wanted to believe. We bickered like brother and sister about
morals and ethics.
“The w orst thing you could do to a person is kill them, of course,” he said. “That's the
w orst crime, hands down, to take a life.”
I disagreed and this conversation haunts me still.
“What about the crimes so horrible that they make people want to kill themselves?
Crimes that hurt so much that people wish they were dead? That they hadn't survived?” I
asked.
“Do you really wish you were dead?”

In me, HODS presented as a reversion to my former self. You know, like when you
were sixteen and you didn't have the words or the ability to process what you were feeling
(do you even now?) and so you took to cutting. It started simply enough, with frustrated
fingernails digging into your inner thighs, and things were so bad that you bled.
But then you realized that actually, the bleeding made you feel better. When you
were bleeding, you didn't have to think about what happened because then there was
physical, tangible pain that you could concentrate on.
Not you, of course. But me.
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So I moved to Bangkok. Alone and for good. I landed my dream job, running the
English Department at an experimental school. I had a beautiful apartment, good friends.
But it was empty.
In the middle of the night, I woke parched. There were m irrors everywhere. Over
my bed, across from my bed. We had jokingly named the apartm ent The Swingers'
Mansion, but at that time of night, the mirrors gave shadows of myself navigating through
the dark. I needed water.
I rested my hands on the built-in bed, the built-in dresser and made my way to the
door. In the kitchen, there were more m irrors and light from the city outside highlighted
my reflection, turned all of the selves looking back at me ghostly, glowing.
At the tap, I ran the water, but something was wrong. At the time, it felt like a
presence. Like there were things inside me that shouldn't be. Things that had more control
over my body than I did. I locked my arms, trying to prop myself up on the counter. But my
muscles didn't listen.
I fell.
I didn't pass out. I was awake, but too stiff to stand.

“So tell me, have you ever had seizures?” the doctor adjusted his glasses. His English
was excellent and I was grateful. It was the first time I had been to the hospital in Thailand.
I w asn't sure what to expect.
I nodded, “When I was a child.”
“Well, you look fine now. You don't have a fever and your brain looks normal. So I
think you might have had a seizure,” he gave me a smile, trying to be reassuring. “But I
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think we should not call it that on your paperwork. The insurance company, they will not
pay for you to be here if it is a pre-existing condition. So we will say it's unknown and then
you don't have to pay. But I would say, probably a seizure.”
I wondered then if it was time to start making my way back home. I had not escaped
the person I was, the seizing baby who needed water.

“Teacher!” I heard, as I was trying to leave school one afternoon. It was K, one of the
Thai teachers. “I heard you are sick.”
“Oh, no, I'm ok. I'm better now. Thanks, K,” I kept moving toward the glass doors,
eager to leave the teachers' room.
“No, I mean, not sick, but like me,” she tried to explain. “You know, I have it, too.” She
rolled her eyes back and held her body stiff until it shook. “You know?”
“Yeah, seizures. The doctor thought maybe, but they w eren't sure.” I sighed.
“Of course they are not sure. You know, in the south, where I lived, I had them too.
And many people believe it is ghosts. Inside you, na. So they ask me for advice and about
the future.”
I smiled. “I never knew about that.”

I got lost in the letters of Thailand. While my co-teacher taught, I took notes in Thai,
trying along with our first graders to learn to read and spell. I was an absolute failure at
this. I learned the words my students learned. I could spell mTmswqwrM (Jupiter) and
Msrnmnu (peninsula), but not hello. W ithout any foundation to what I was doing, without
actually knowing the alphabet that I was working with, I got lost.
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The letters I drew curved around each other, snaked on the page, elongated and
twirled. They reached, in branches, toward the corners of the paper, trying to escape its
emptiness and hard lines. They dripped from each other, curlicues holding on for dear life.
Others took root, banded together to sink deeply into the cracks between the paper's pulp,
the space between tree bits. They sucked on these, the tiny droplets of dead trees, until
they themselves became trees. I drew (because it could not be called writing) the words
over and over again, until I could not write in English anymore. I could only give life to
these trees, made of waves, made of me.
My co-teacher looked at my drawing after class and then looked up at me.
“Teacher,” she said. “That looks like something from someone who needs to go to
the psychiatrist.”

In Thailand, Suvannamaccha was everywhere. In temples, in shops, in houses. She
flowed on small banners, swam golden in the wind. Her tail was on fire. I began to feel
mermaid again. On fire, too.
I imagined the mermaids of Bangkok, w ater nymphs in the Chao Phraya. The river
was muddy and thick. It didn't even look like water. In the khlongs, canals that emptied into
the river, boat riders held cloth in front of their faces to keep out the stench of sewage.
I swam in it once, way up river from the city, where we had tested the w ater on the
rice barge and it was clean enough for crabs. I jumped in the w ater with the children we
were teaching. We splashed and played. We were loud and no one worried about
crocodiles, which might have been a mistake.
I treaded water and turned around. There was a snake at eye level.
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I was playing hookey. The job required too much of me and I needed a break. I went
to Koh Chang, an island close to the border with Cambodia. It was a postcard, tropical
beaches and blue water. But I was not impressed by that. I grew up on the Atlantic and the
Gulf of Thailand ju st didn't compare to the wide-open ocean. The w ater was blue, but
muddy. The beaches were beautiful, but had sharp rocks. I was there for the swimming, not
the beaches. I spent the whole time in a bathing suit, soaking up the water. The city had
become too hot and I needed the sea.
The forest, on the other hand, called to me. Trees with leaves bigger than my head
leaned out over the w ater and offered shade while I swam. Strangler figs kept growing even
after the trees they anchored on fell. The foliage was teeming. Mosquitoes flew through the
night, visiting me in my bed and thrusting their proboscises into me, trying desperately to
feed the hunger in their eggs.

“So,” the doctor began. I was back in the hospital. “Have you been outside of the city
at all?”
I wondered if it was wise to tell the doctor about my hookey-playing, if I would lose
my job, which was paying the insurance that allowed me to be there. Because of my skin
color, they automatically put me in the VIP Room, as they called it. It felt like a sterile
apartment. There were tapestries on the walls of traditional Thai scenes, dancers who
seemed, in my feverish state, to move.
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I had been there three days already and they had not found what was wrong. I had
been leaning on nurses to get to the bathroom. I was barely able to form sentences in
English, let alone Thai.
I nodded. “Koh Chang.”
“Ah, yes, ok. Well, you have malaria.”
I spent a week in the hospital, but still would not go home.

I wonder, even now, whether I got malaria in Koh Chang. It was the only place I'd
been for months where malaria was known to exist. But before moving to Bangkok, I spent
years on the borderlands. Chiang Mai, Surat Thani, Chiang Rai, and of course,
Kanchanaburi, right on the border with Myanmar.
I wonder, if I'd had malaria that whole time. Was that what caused the seizure? Was
Sam right that I was crazy, infected and feverish? W hat if all the experiences in
Kanchanaburi, the school girls, the smothering, the kisses, were all malarial hallucinations?
The work of a brain that's too much like a mosquito, that buzzes and sucks in the night?

Bangkok was where everything w ent to shit, where the traveling w asn't enough
anymore and I couldn't disappear fast enough to outrun the memories. I no longer wanted
to be human. I wanted to crawl back into the sea and be able to speak again. There was
something about being held in the water of the ocean, being protected by the cover of the
sea that I wasn't getting. I wanted the fullness that I imagined coming with a solid lower
half, a full tail. And I wanted to be able to swim faster. Away. That, for sure, would be better
than walking around with hurt between my legs.
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Some people talk about losing one's virginity and rape as if it is a loss, as if
something's been taken. I feel the opposite, as if something's been given to me, something
poisonous, knowledge that I never wanted. It makes me distrust the world and myself to
know that such things happen.
The fins, they felt like binding. The inability to walk, to take myself places, it was like
my ankles were tied together. I was attracted to the binding, because it somehow felt more
true to be tied up. The same way that cutting felt good when I felt bad. It brought my
emotions more in line with my physical reality. For a minute, I could know why I felt bad. I
was bleeding. Things would make sense for that minute. Then the scar would heal and the
bad feelings would not. I needed to feel like things were in place again, so that I didn't have
to think about what was really hurting. I could ju st feel the pain.
But I was not sixteen anymore. Cutting was not appropriate for a thirty-year-old
woman, was it? And so I found a more grown up way to feel.
I wanted punishment. I wanted penance, absolution. I was looking for that feeling:
the relief of my fingernails drawing blood. The relief of physical pain that matched the
psychological pain. Only this time, it was sexual.
I gave up on trying to hold inside the confused emotions. I felt like an empty hole
and bursting at the same time. The festering wound manifested in only words: internet
chats. I sought out men and asked for abuse. But I always made sure that they are too far
away. They could not touch me, could not see me.
Maybe if I gave up giving consent, that would be more in line with how I felt. That
was more grown up than pink razors on the bathroom floor, w asn't it?
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Not that I thought the submission was wrong, necessarily. Just that I craved it,
needed it compulsively. I couldn't tell if reliving it with someone was better than reliving it
alone. It felt somehow authentic, moved something visceral in me. Even if it was only
words. But I also felt much, much more broken afterwards.

Then Bangkok flooded.

My words sank, not quickly like an anchor, or with a splash like a rock. Instead, as I
spoke, my words fluttered in the air, held afloat by the humidity. They tickled earlobes, in a
language half a world away. Pieces of ideas curled with the wind among tendrils of jasmine,
leaving a heavy scent wafting through the city. Nouns and verbs together toyed with bodhi
leaves, pulling them along as they flitted to the ground. They landed gently on the Chao
Phraya, quivering on the surface of the river and leaving ripples too small to be noticed.
Amongst water hyacinth and coconuts they floated, gathering silt and absorbing the
wetness of the city. In this way, the words gained weight and began to drown.
Before long, they swam in the wake of snakefish and nestled between the scales of
w ater monitors. The more weight they gathered, the more they were immersed, the harder
it was to see them. The light had trouble reaching them between algae and waste. Even
apsaras would be hard pressed to find them. The words landed on the riverbed, stirring up
the bottom and throwing silt into an already murky darkness.
Covered.
And soon all my pen could do was draw the curves of the paths my words had taken,
as if I was trying to retrace their steps. I searched between the roots of ficus trees and the
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stamens of hibiscus for where I had misplaced them. It was a world of tendrils and bubbles,
floating in a silent and wordless black and white. Sea horses and leaves and turtles all
swirled in the current. Owls became nok hoo, knock, who? and lost their edges and their
names. Questions were gone and statem ents no longer made sense. The world churned as if
everything were from the point of view of those lost words, staring up at the far away
surface of a river that was always moving.
And then there was the flood. The water seeped slowly, climbing up through sewers
and along the streets. The river rose past dams and sandbags. It brought pythons into
houses and buoys into cars. It brought everything from its depths, decay, sand, and my
words. They huddled against a curb and waited for the w aters to recede.
After months, the river left, burrowing back into its banks and leaving its refuse to
dry in the sun. The sedim ent cracked and caked. Mosquito larvae dried like tiny raisins. The
decomposing river sludge made banana trees greener and left seedling strangler figs
sprouting along sidewalks.
And, as if growing out from the cracked pavement, my words dried, too, finally able
to breathe and soak up a little bit of the warm winter sun.

When Bangkok flooded, I could no longer deny that I w asn't where I was supposed
to be. In a city filled with water, so far away from home, I lost my words completely, which
m eant I lost myself. When the w ater rose, it was a reminder, an echo calling out to me,
something that I had been avoiding for way too long.
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It begins with the rocks. They come in all sizes, tumbling into the sea. The mermaids
watch as they roll. Even in saltwater, they crash.
“What are we going to do?” the mermaid turns to Suvannamaccha.
“We are going to watch,” Suvanna answers, pulling her friend behind a coral head.
She strokes the tiny animals that make up the reef, calming them, promising to protect
them from the falling rocks.
The ocean holds its breath.
It is his ass she sees first. It is rusty-iron red bobbing on the surface as he treads. The
light is all around and refracted in the water so that it looks like rays emanating from the
sun of his round backside. But the cleave gives it away.
Then there are thousands, red bums bobbing in formation, an army of asses. And
they drop rocks like bombs, falling from the sky, so many that they begin to pile on each
other.
She moves closer to the leader, ready to defend her homeland. His thighs stir up the
water, making waves like mountains, pushing her away. Even with her strong fish's tail, the
swimming is difficult because of the commotion they are causing. The w ater becomes more
and more murky.
As the boulders drop, they crush coral, lionfish, mermaids.
They all flee, taking shelter in the calmer depths. Suvannamaccha gathers them
together.
“What's happening?”
“What are they doing?”
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“The monkeys are trying to build a bridge to the island,” she tells them.
“Why?”
“Where did they come from?”
The concerns of her sisters ring out in the water.
“What should we do?”
“We should stop them, of course,” and Suvannamaccha leads the way.
Together, the mermaids move boulders. They start at the bottom, teams of
mermaids pushing the rocks out from under the others, so that the bridge cannot stand.
It isn't long before he comes looking for her. But a mermaid's eyes capture more in
the w ater than those of a monkey. And no m atter how stealthy he tries to be, his thighs still
stir up tsunamis. Suvanna hides from him.
It's like Sisyphus under water. The more rocks the monkeys throw down, the more
the mermaids move away.
The monkey comes again, with guards this time, ready with swords for battle. But
what can the swords do underwater? The mermaids only need to swim.
They come with more and more monkeys. But the numbers never matter. They
could fight, maybe, on land. But in this world, they can hardly survive. They have only
minutes to hold their breath and mermaids have forever.
Suvannamaccha watches as the leader of the monkeys, the one with the big thighs
and rusty ass, swims down. He is looking for her. She knows this because this is not the first
time. He lets bubbles loose from his mouth, in a stream, until they come no more. He
catches ju st a glimpse and swims back to the surface for air.
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Suvannamaccha moves behind a whale shark as the monkey brings his head under
the w ater again, cheeks and lungs filled with water. This time, the bubbles don't come. He is
holding the air.
“Please,” he says into the ocean, though he cannot see her. His words float away in
bubbles. “My name is Hanuman. Please.”
She lets herself drift out from behind the behemoth.
“You are filling our home with rocks,” she says.
“I know. But, you see, Ravana --”
“My father.”
He pauses when she says that.
“Your f a th e r , he kidnapped my friend's wife. And she's on the island, and we need
to get to her,” he says.
“But you are crushing us. You have killed mermaids and lobsters, destroyed the
seaweed and shells that make our home.”
“Ravana -- ”
“W hatever your problems with my father, you can take them up with him. You do
not need to disturb us,” her mouth pressed hard.
Hanuman is running out of air. He moves to swim upward.
“Take a boat. Swim. Fly for all I care!” Suvannamaccha calls after him.
With a new breath, he is back at the seafloor.
“I don't want to fight,” he says.
She narrows her eyes, “You are already fighting.”
“I love you.”
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Nine months after Hanuman built his bridge, crossed the ocean, and defeated the
island, Suvannamaccha gave birth. Macchanu, she named him. He was strange, with the
upper body of a monkey and the tail of a fish. He was made for neither world. When she
could find it in herself to let him go, she did.
He landed on the shores of a kingdom of giants. He washed up on the rocks, and they
took pity on him, believed that there must be a reason for his being. So Macchanu found the
place that he belonged and guarded it fiercely.
He set himself as the guardian of the shore, on eternal watch. He swam in the wake,
night and day, securing the boundary betw een the land and the sea.
So it is Macchanu who is first to spot the army of rust-assed monkeys.
The fight between the leader and Macchanu is a draw.
“No one has ever defeated me,” says the leader.
“I can fight anyone. I am the son of Suvannamaccha and Hanuman.”
The leader smiles, and embraces the seamonkey freak.
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You can take the girl out of Florida...
The pull of the swamp is unbearable.
As if there is muck in my marrow.
The brine I sweat has alligator gar
swimming through it, snaky and smooth.
It is a cycle that follows me even to Asia —
too much grows,
it chokes itself,
and it falls to die in the water.
The gases of decomposition lurk
behind cypress knees and tamarind trees alike.
They haunt the air
and shimmy up my nostrils.
In my lungs,
it is wet,
it is safe,
and it is warm.
The perfect place for growth.
The perfect place for rot.
A steamy warmth for alligator eggs,
filling my mouth and forcing a pearly grin.
Small cracks and mucus begin to appear
as they tumble off my tongue.
The birth of baby predators, so cute,
falling from my lips to the slippery algae below,
is so much more than words.
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Cycle Four
Sinking
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The contractions are filling the world. I curl into a ball, hoping to shield myself from
them.
Jake is pacing, unsure how to help.
When I ease, he talks again, “You know, you've told me more about your great-great
grandmothers than you have about yourself.”
“The stories say more about me than they do about them,” I tell him.
It feels as if things are spinning, as if we are being swallowed by forces that cannot
be controlled. The winds are sustained now. They sound like a freight train, moving closer
and closer. I want the eye, ju st some moments of relief from the spin, the noise.
The hurricane, though, it isn't all bad. There's something beautiful about being
together inside when there's so much force outside. I w ant to have hurricane parties, to
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huddle inside with others and know that the winds out there don't matter. That even
though it is dark and dangerous outside, we are together and safe.
Maybe there is hope, dear reader. W hat happens after Lux gives birth? I only know
her fate as far as I know mine. I know that she's been holding this weight. But I can see only
that far. What happens when this thing is born? Will she have to let it go? Will it be
something else she has to nurse? Will she be exhausted, wounded, too weak to go on? Will
she even survive giving birth? What will this mean for me, dear reader? W hat do I wish for
her?

Then there is the crash.
The door of my bedroom flies out into the wind.
The surfer comes to where I am balled up on the bed and tries to shield me. But this
only makes everything worse. There is too much weight. Inside me. On top of me. I push
him off and run out into the night.
“No!”
He comes after me. I get knee-deep in the water. But the wind is so fierce that I
cannot stand, cannot hold myself up. I crawl. The entirety of me is wet. The hurricane
whips my tears away from me.
“I can't do this. I can't.” I am screaming into the air, but I can't hear anything but the
wind.
The surfer holds my shoulders and looks into my face.
“I need to swim,” I try to tell him. But I can't even hear myself, so I don't know if he
can hear me.
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His face is flooded with panic. You cannot swim, it says. You are full o f rocks.
Another contraction comes and I hug the waves, trying to grasp something for relief.
I am on all fours and I arch my back. I can see where the land has broken. I can see the
literal edge. I can see the bioluminescence. The w ater is lit with movement. At the edge of
our floating island, there are thousands of remora, holding on with their suction cups. Are
they pulling us down? Or forward? Or are they ju st keeping us where we are?
There is a loud moan. The moan of a structure. I look up and the house is swaying.
Ugh. Is this the only way I can write about it, dear reader? Is this the most direct I
can be? Using these veiled metaphors in something that's supposed to be fiction about what
I carry in my womb? Yes, me.
It's a parasite, for sure. It feeds off me and sucks me dry some days. It grows and I
feel like I will burst if I move the wrong way. And I hold on to it. I hug it close and carry it
and nurture it because it's part of me. Or so I've come to believe. It is me. And this is all I
have to give the world anymore.
Here is the thing, though. There is hope in the metaphor, don't you think? There is
something growing, yes, something possibly terrible and brooding. Something which my
alter ego is trying to ignore. But also, it won't be here forever. Anything can be endured
temporarily, right? And it's growing. It's new life. It's fertile. And I mean, let's face it, our
protagonist is huge and having contractions, so she must be about to get rid of it, right?
Somewhere deep down, I must believe that some good will come of it.
There are other metaphors I could have used. I could have made it a brokenness,
had Lux come home with a broken coccyx from a fall, a wound that wouldn't heal, so that
she could never travel or walk or dance or make love again. I could have made it a poison,
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or cancer. Something inside her that grows and makes her sicker and sicker until it kills
her. But without even knowing what I was doing, in the throes of creativity and play and
telling a story that I never meant to be my own, I made the metaphor a pregnancy, and that
must mean something, right?
I mean, if I tell the story in this way, this hopeful, fertile, growing, but also can-belet-go-of-way, will that make it true for me, too? If I let Lux have this baby and it's
something that she loves (a mermaid, maybe?) instead of a burden that she carries, what
will that mean for me? If I let her give birth to a stillborn or a monster, will that mean that
the darkness will be gone from me, too? That the weight can ju st drift out to sea and I can
let it go, finally, once and for all? Then can I be free to move lightly through the world
again? Or even put down roots?
But what if I can't allow Lux to let it go? We've seen already that the rules of reality
aren't really applying here. Land breaks and people get sewn into mermaids. I mean, we're
being so magical and out-there that anything can happen, right? So what if Lux stays
pregnant? W hat if I force her to walk around in labor forever? Heavy with her shame, my
shame, swallowed, showing, unhideable. Am I even the one who gets to decide? I don't
know who she is when she's not angry and weighed down and brooding and ashamed. I
don't know who I am.
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Lion in the Box
I have tiny little tootsies like Grandma Marie's. She didn't like her feet. The sawingin-half trick was the only one that Marie and Charming Choffrey performed that relied on
illusion instead of Marie's magic. They upped the ante with this trick. When Choffrey
chained Marie in the box, he sawed feverishly, quickly sawing through the actual wooden
box, so that saw dust rained to the floor and fell on his shined shoes. Just as the saw pushed
through the bottom of the box, Marie winked and disappeared.
Then, the top half of her reappeared out from behind the traveling trunk. Her feet
would wiggle as the audience clapped.
After the show, Marie and her feet stood in silence backstage as Charming Choffrey
accepted the final applause. Her feet were played by a very small man, a man with feet even
smaller than hers if you really looked. As they stood next to each other, Marie's eyes were
level with his. Her mouth slid to the side, as she tried to commiserate with someone else
getting the applause for your hard work.
“At least you get to show your face,” Marie's feet said to her. “You can prance around
and people know you're there.”
Marie felt for him. Originally, Marie's feet, whose name was actually Conrad, had
been one of the freaks of the circus. His face had been badly burned in a childhood accident
in a way that made it look like the Appalachians were running right cross it. But you know,
there are some circus folks that are ju st too difficult for everyday audiences to face
(pardon!) and Monighan felt that Conrad might be turning customers away. But even
Monighan, businessman that he was, didn't have the heart to put Conrad out, as pathetic as
he looked, so Conrad became Marie's feet and helped with odd jobs around the circus.
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Choffrey came up behind Marie and put his arm around her waist.
“Great show tonight, darling,” Choffrey said. “As ever.”
Marie smiled.
“Shall we celebrate?” Choffrey pulled her away by her hips.
Marie looked back at Conrad. His face hadn't changed.

Marie herself was never satisfied with Charming Choffrey's act. It was fine with her
that she was the one doing all the work while he got the credit for being the ‘magician.'
What bothered her, though, was that he never seemed to want to develop. Marie, on the
other hand, was constantly looking for ways to garner more and more applause. Marie's
ideas depended more and more on her and less on Choffrey's illusions. The magician felt
his control over the act

slip away. This was particularly true with the lion trick.

Marie had always had a thing for animals, so it wasn't surprising when she was
found spending time with the equestrians, the dancing bear trainer, and the snake charmer.
But it was the lions that really stuck.
Marie stroked her fingers against the bar of the lion cage.
“Careful, there,” the lion tam er called from behind her.
She turned and smiled at him. The musky smell of the big cats filled the air.
“They're beautiful,” she said.
“They are. And dangerous,” he replied.
“Marie,” she offered her hand.
“Yes. The magician's assistant. Your reputation precedes you,” he took it, rubbing his
thumb over her knuckles.
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“And you?” Marie asked.
“I'm Aaron.”
“Are they difficult to control?” Marie fidgeted with a bit of her hair.
“Well, you never really control them. You simply ask that they be submissive for a
time.”
“But they look so vicious during the show, snarling and roaring.”
“Ha! Yes! Well, they do love the performance ju st as much as I do. You know, you
take on your role and you ask that they take on theirs. They either humor you or they do
not.”
“And how do you get them to humor you?”
“You make it worth their while.”
Marie raised an eyebrow and moved closer to him.
“I'd like you to show me how.”
“That can be arranged.”
Aaron led Marie back to his carriage.
“Trade secrets and all, you know,” he said.
He closed the door behind him and turned to face Marie. He was silent as he held her
gaze.
“It's a game, you see,” he told her.
She nodded and bit her lip.
“Get on your knees,” he said.
“How is this --” she started. He picked up his pistol and fired. She dropped to her
knees.
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“It's ju st wads, no bullets of course,” he whispered into her ear. “But you can't let the
lions know that.”
He picked up his bull whip.
“This, on the other hand, is quite real.”
Marie took a deep breath.
“Hands behind your head,” he said it like a command to a dog.
Marie swiveled her head to look at him and he snapped the whip against the wall.
Her hands flew to her head.
“Yes, good. So every time the lion plays her part, you give a reward,” Aaron leaned
down and kissed the curve between her shoulder and her neck.
“Stand up.”
When Marie complied, he stepped closer, ran the whip lightly over her thighs and up
the valley where her legs met.
Up close, he was softer than he looked in the ring. W ithout his hat and suit, his curls
swayed gently around him and his upturned nose made him look slightly cherubic.
The lion tam er snapped his whip and then handed it to Marie.
“Your turn,” he said.

And so, Marie brought lions into the act. More elements that she controlled and
Choffrey did not. Marie's interactions with the lions was nothing short of miraculous. They
nuzzled affectionately against her chest and back off stage. On stage, they became ferocious
beasts. At night, they took turns sleeping in her bed. She curled up with them, held by their
downy muscles. She became one of the pride.
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Choffrey tried befriending them, tried to share the bed with Marie and the lions. But
the cats would have none of it. They swiped at him and roared.
Charming Choffrey made a great effort at impressing Marie, creating doves from fire
or pulling flowers out of his mouth. But Marie, probably more than m ost people, could tell
the tricks from the magic. The problem was that for as shiny as Choffrey was, and despite
the opportunities he had given her, he ju st w asn't Marie's equal. This, really, was why Marie
stayed. She w asn't interested in equality. She had learned from the start that equality and
connection w asn't what m ost people were after in a relationship. They were after power.
Equality, well, that took a level of vulnerability that Marie would not allow. Not anymore.
Marie, at this point, had decided never to connect. She never w ent back to her
hometown. She never saw her parents or the daughter she had left behind, ever again. But
every month, a package would find her wherever the circus was, St. Louis, Cleveland,
Philadelphia. Like clockwork, like magic. The box would arrive with potatoes, carrots,
parsnips. Root vegetables that always seemed to weather the journey. Each month, Marie
dumped the contents of the box into a pot of boiling w ater and then cried as she mashed it
all together.
The only thing that Marie didn't mash was the mushrooms. Dried from the
motherland and picked by her daughter. How old would she be now? Marie didn't let
herself keep track. The mushrooms were the one indulgence of her feelings that she
allowed. She held them against her face as she cried, cried for her daughter, for her family,
for a life she could not go back to. She cried for the choices she had made and the ones she
had not. She used the mushrooms to dry her tears, and faithfully, every month, they sopped
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up her feelings. They rehydrated, plumped up and came back to life, so that she was holding
and eating the fruit of the dirt of the motherland.

“Waiting for me?” Marie said, when she found the magician in her carriage late one
night.
“Where have you been?” Choffrey stood and threw his hands wide.
Marie took one earring off and set it on her vanity, then turned to face the mirror.
“Well?” Choffrey pressed.
Marie took her other earring off and turned to face the man.
“I disappear. That's what I do. You've known that about me from the start. That's
what you like about me,” her lips tightened.
“In the show! Not into the arms of other m en!” He crept closer. “Who was it this
time? An Ekeneis? The lion tam er? Monighan?”
Marie rolled her eyes at him and turned back to look at herself in the mirror.
Apparently, he had been keeping better track than she knew.
Choffrey was furious. He grabbed her hair and brought his face close to hers. She
watched his lip curve in the reflection.
“Is this what you want?” he asked.
Marie looked at him sideways and smiled.

Marie's feet were angry. Angry about his face, angry about his life. He hated Marie
with a passion. You can imagine, she got all the applause while he ju st sat in a box. And she
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was so pretty and out of reach. Well, one night, Conrad's anger about being ju st feet in a box
came to a head.
As the magician rolled the box on stage, Conrad started singing. It was quiet at first.
Marie looked at Choffrey. Only the two of them could hear it. Choffrey continued, putting
Marie in the box and sawing feverishly, so that it would cover the sound.
But Conrad sang louder and louder, until he was screaming. And the box couldn't
hold his anger, so everyone heard the shouting coming from Marie's lower half. As Choffrey
sawed, Marie screamed too, trying to cover the noises her feet were making.
Without Marie's reassuring winks and smiles, the crowd couldn't tell what was
happening on stage and so they started screaming too. Choffrey tried to yell over them, to
tell them that it was all ju st part of the show. But he was only one man and the audience
could see his fear and confusion, so people started running right out of the tent.
That night, back in her trailer, Marie really heard about it.
“Your feet are unhappy,” Choffrey said to her, as if Conrad were actually an
extension of herself.
“I've noticed,” she said.
“I think you could help him be happy.”
Marie looked sideways at the magician, daring him to continue.
“Everyone needs love, you know. And it's clear you have love to give.”
And it was true. Marie was overflowing. It was hard to keep secrets in the circus.
Tents can only hold so much. Marie made the rounds quickly and often, in a new carriage
every city, spilling the love she had on anyone who would drink from her.
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“You know I hate to share you, darling,” Choffrey said. “But there seems to be no way
around that. At least if I am sharing you, it can benefit the show.”
Because Marie refused to connect, she felt that she was specially gifted to make
people feel loved. She ignored the way she made people feel when she disappeared. She
never had to be around for that aspect of it. And Marie knew that Choffrey was right, that
everyone needed love. She hadn't yet realized that even though everyone deserved love, it
wasn't possible for her to love everyone, not in that way. And it w asn't her responsibility
either. Her games of domination and submission were ju st a shadow of the love those
people searched for.
She held Conrad's Appalachian face against her chest and tried to make him feel
loved. It was the first time Marie had been with someone her own size, and boy, was it
different. Conrad w asn't capable of pinning her, nor did he try. And he refused to play his
role when she tried to dominate him. So when they were together, Marie felt so open, too
open.
She was quick to disappear.

Marie was a much better magician than she was a magician's assistant. Once the
lions joined her act, Choffrey was little more than a prop.
Choffrey rolled a lion cage on wheels onto the stage. Inside, the three lions snapped
and growled. Marie feigned fear as Choffrey pushed her closer. The audience held their
breath. The magician pushed her right up against the bars of the cage and one of lions came
to sniff her. Marie looked away, terrified. Another lion roared and Marie disappeared.

172

But not for long. As the lions undulated like sinewy water, Marie emerged from
behind them. They prowled and circled, closer and closer until the crowd could no longer
see her. In the blink of an eye, Marie was on the top of the cage.
Choffrey stood to the side and threw up his arms in a triumphant “Ta da!”
Monighan, ever-vigilant businessman, had noticed. He noticed also that he was
paying two lion tam ers and two magicians. He sat Charming Choffrey and Aaron down for a
chat in his office.
“You know, boys, times are tough.”
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Fairbanks, Alaska: 3 8 4 5 .1 8 Miles from Home
3 3 4 1 .3 7 Nautical Miles
I live far from the ocean these days, which you can imagine is difficult for a
disappearing mermaid like me. But at least I have a bathtub. I am closer to home than I
have been in years. But I am still thousands of miles away. There are mountains on all sides,
mountains between me and saltwater. And many, many mountains between me and
Florida. I count the ranges -- Alaska Range, Rocky Mountains, Appalachians -- and wonder if
it's enough: enough buffer, enough distance, if maybe this place will be safe enough to put
down roots.
Deep down, I know. I know that I am not capable of taking root in a place without an
ocean. I am too mangrove, need the salt and the tides. The ocean is what flows through my
veins. Inside, I am waves, not rivers, and the storms surge often. In this town, I feel like a
reverse island, a puddle of tropical ocean in a sea of semi-arid tundra. I am out of place
here, a fish out of w ater (if you will), but this is how I like it. This feeling of being an island
is something I've cultivated. It's easier to be an island somewhere so different from the
place you were born than to be an island at home.

I am on top. I cannot let you be on top of me, not yet. You are stroking my hair and
holding me, smiling at me and telling me all the sw eet things I need to hear.
I disappear.
I don't know why it happens, exactly what the triggers are. I try to find patterns.
Does it happen more often at night? After a few glasses of wine?

174

I try to give you rules that you can follow: No sex with the lights off. Don't touch my
wrist. Keep eye contact. But none of these is a sure-fire recipe for a disappearance. And
following the rules don't make certain that I'll stay.
If you are not looking, I am long-gone already. If I cannot see you, I slip away.
You close your eyes for a second, maybe two, to enjoy the feeling.
I disappear.
“Is it something I did?” you ask.
I don't know.

It is quite a bit like being sawed in half. The bottom half of me doesn't feel like it
belongs to me. One habit I develop while I am traveling is to photograph my feet in the
bodies of water that I visit. The first time I do this is in Alaska, in Kenai Lake. The w ater is
so cold, it feels like it is waking my toes, reminding me that they are there. I want to go from
being sawed in half to being lion tamer, lion.

I've been in Fairbanks for three years now and this is the longest I've been in one
place since I left Florida. The air here is so different. It's dry and thin. It feels like it
stretches for miles, like to fill my lungs, I need to breathe in everything from North Pole to
Denali. The air is thirsty, too. It turns my skin to scales. My legs, my hands are covered. I
wear skirts and tights so that people cannot see them.
I don't swim in Fairbanks. There are public pools, of course, but adults in those
pools seem to be expected to swim laps. That's not how I swim. In the water, I laze, I sink, I
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frolick. For me, being in water is about grokking, about letting my skin soak it up. This is
not appropriate behavior in public pools.

You stroke my hair, spooning me as you kiss my shoulder. You are a cocoon I can
crawl inside. Flutter, flutter.
You kiss the blade of my shoulder and I giggle, a rock from Thailand. Beach days and
playing hookey. You kiss the place where my back m eets my arm. Nostalgia. A rock from
Ireland. You kiss my side and I freeze, turn to stone myself. Rock from Florida. I disappear,
turn into plants, moths, fly out into the night.

I try to explain how it feels when I disappear, to give you some sense of what is
going on. Terror. I cannot speak at all. It's like something far back in my brain, something
reptilian (or fishy?) is all that exists.
You ask me if I am ok, if you can hold me. I am shaking. I can only see you the way
that you see people when your eyes are out of focus. You look far away, underwater. Maybe
I am underwater. I can make out your shape. I know that you are talking. But the words
float away like bubbles and I can't catch them. The way the light is refracting through my
tears makes you wavy, far away. You are blobs of shapes, scenery in a world that's not the
world I am in. My eyes stop working all together.
“Come back to me,” you plead.
I don't know or care where I am anymore. I ju st want to be gone.
I have sense enough to pull the covers over me, to wrap myself in the waves of my
starry night comforter and sink into the safe blueness of my sheets.
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It was my boyfriend in college who first articulated what it felt like to be on the
other side. I was organizing our chapter of the Clothesline Project, a forum for people who
had dealt with the effects of violence against women to “air their laundry.” Anyone could
make a T-shirt that told their story or some aspect of how they had been affected. They
were anonymously hung in Palm Court while loudspeakers played sounds: one gong every
9-10 seconds, which is how often a woman in the U.S. is battered, one whistle every 1-2
minutes, for each time a woman is raped, and a bell every fifteen minutes, for women who
are murdered.
The T-shirt colors had special significance, too. Mine was red.
The Project encouraged not only the victims/survivors to make T-shirts, but
everyone who felt affected by it. My boyfriend wanted to participate. I don't rem em ber my
own T-shirt, but I do rem em ber his. It was a red shirt with two people on it, with a big black
rectangle between them. They were too far apart to touch.
A few months later, I disappeared to a different state.

You give me a garden, a piece of land that I can call my own, where I can grow my
own food and cover my feet with dirt. I spend hours there, but am careful. I don't grow
anything that might take too long. The Alaskan summer is short and I can commit only to
that. I grow carrots and radishes, throw seeds in the ground ju st to see what happens. I
w on't do the potatoes so you do them. In the fall, I leave the garden before the harvest.

This morning I was mermaid. Legs snapped shut, unable to speak and sinking away.
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I have been trying to turn you into a monster, accusing you of the hurt I feel that
came way before. You should lash out, I think. Instead, you hold me and tell me you are
sorry.
So then I try to push you away by being a monster myself. I scream. I am silent. I say
things I know will hurt. That also doesn't work. You only feel compassion.
I want sometimes for you to see me as ugly as I feel. You do not comply. I wonder
which of us will give up first. I am sure that I am not m eant to be in a relationship, that I am
so broken and traumatized that I can no longer love, cannot give or receive in the ways you
deserve.
Trust is not possible. The armor is thick. It's a repetition of that big, black rectangle
that keeps me from being able to touch people. Scales. I am covered with the spaces
between me and others.

I could write the litany, the list of men I've disappeared from. Some disappearances
have been literal, like when I left my college boyfriend to go to Colorado. Others have been
emotional, like when I stopped answering phone calls after two years. But the disappearing
is a habit I am trying to break, and so I'll keep that to myself, try to write something
different this time. Maybe if I can imagine it enough that I can write it, it might be possible
in my life.

I have stopped cutting, but perhaps only literally.
“Will you spank me?” I ask.
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You fidget, uncomfortable. You are gentle and sweet. For months I have been
wanting to ask, wondering how you might react. There is silence. Am I asking you to be a
monster?
In a scenario like this, I feel less like a mermaid and more like Echidna, half-woman,
half-snake. There is something sinister about the way I treat men, even as they try to love
me. I am slippery, too slippery to love.
There is something sinister, too, about the roughness. Something that feels like I am
out of control, or trying too hard to control. Like maybe if I can reenact the sexual violence
and believe that I want it, that will give me back some kind of power, some agency that I
have lost. I feel like I can let go more in the power-oriented situations. If there is no room
for me to say no, then it can't be rape, right? Or maybe I don't want the terrible power of
having to make choices that might be overridden. Just don't draw the lines between
pleasure and pain, I tell myself. Just be happy that you are feeling anything at all. At least I
am there. At least I haven't disappeared completely. I can't tell if it hurts me or makes me
feel better. I can't tell where love begins and power ends.

Your hands are in my hair and between my legs. Every thirty seconds or so, you
check in, like a mantra.
“Doing ok?”
“Are you ok?”
“Doing ok?”
“Are you ok?”
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I nod and nod and nod and nod. My head bounces ju st above the waves. I hear what
you are really saying: Are you still here? Have you disappeared?
You move slowly and gently, silently, like you are worried you will startle me and I
will swim away. Because so many times I have.
I ask you back, “Is it ok?” and you know what I mean: Am I safe? Because I don't
know, can't tell anymore.
You reassure me, again and again, check in again and again. You don't even come
yourself so that you can look out for me.
As I come, my moans turn into sobs and it's all I can do to ball up and curl into the
cocoon of you.
“It's ok,” you say. “Nothing's going to hurt you. Nothing's going to happen to you.”
But it's too late.
I spend the rest of the day mermaid-style under the blankets. Jumping at noises,
skittish, hiding under the waves of the comforters. I cannot answer my phone or even
watch TV. There are too many triggers. I weep on and off. That's all I can muster today.

Most of the w ater in my life these days is frozen. For seven or eight months of the
year, it is too cold to flow. Instead, the w ater sits on the roadside as snow, collects the
exhaust of cars, dog shit, and fast food wrappers. A lot of people here hate The Breakup, the
time of year when the snow turns to mush and all the grossness that the winter has hidden
comes to light. Me, I find it soothing. At least the w ater is free to flow again.
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There are no snakes up here, and this is something that I find both comforting and
sad. In Alaska, I do not check under my sheets before I go to bed. But I do still check before I
sit on the ground.
My favorite part of living in Fairbanks is the aurora. When the night gets the darkest,
the particles of sunlight become oceans, green and blue waves dancing in the air. On the
nights when the lights are bright, I want to swim in them. I want to open my skull and let
them rain into me. It's the closest I get to the sea here.

“Well, so first I should tell you that something is very wrong,” the nurse practitioner
at the health clinic says to me.
I have come because I can't walk anymore, can barely stand. Putting on clothes
makes me out of breath. The air is too thin or I don't have enough w ater or something. My
legs ache when I try to walk.
“I've never seen red blood cells shaped like yours before.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, it means that you are anemic, but very, very anemic and we have to find the
underlying cause. I think you should go to the cancer center and get checked out by
specialists.”
So the strangeness of my blood has caught up with me.
It is not cancer, the specialist says, but probably ju st being a woman.
“You bleed so much that your body can't keep up.”
“Do I have to start eating meat?”
“Probably not.”
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This, to me, nonsensically, is a bigger relief than finding out it w asn't cancer.

I try to find other reasons. Malaria can cause anemia. Maybe Thailand literally
changed my blood. Maybe I should have done a better job at picking iron-rich rocks to carry
with me, licked them and taken them inside me. I am sure that it cannot be ju st that I am a
woman.
I sit in the cancer center getting treatm ent for the anemia. I am hooked to a bag of
black iron. It is the m ost abundant elem ent on earth, if you measure by mass, but I don't
have enough. I worry that all the iron I am taking in will react with the oceans in my blood
and I will rust.
I wonder if this will be the rock I take with me from Fairbanks, weekly doses of iron.
Or maybe it will be you.
You sit next to me each week. You have left the ocean, the short Alaskan surf season,
and your home to spend the winter taking care of me. I want to disappear, to swim or run
away. This is all too close. But I can't even walk.

Every time, I want to believe that it's going to be different, that there will one day be
someone who feels so safe that I will not disappear. It is a chronic disease. Only the
symptoms can be managed. Sometimes I have no disappearing-symptoms for months. But
it never goes away. I wonder if I ju st stay with someone long enough, will the disappearing
disappear? I have always left before I could find out.
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Is it possible that anyone would have the patience to be with me long enough for
that to happen? At some point, don't you ju st w ant to be with someone who you know is
going to be there, who won't disappear? I am not that person.
I worry that I relive the trauma so much that I turn everyone I have been with into
rapists. If you treat someone like they are something, don't they eventually act that way?
There is a divide between how close I want to be and how close I can be. Black
rectangles, if you will. I have such trouble saying no, because I don't trust that saying it will
matter. Once I feel scared, I lose all ability to say anything at all. Even that one syllable goes
out the door. Instead, I disappear and ju st let it happen. It's easier that way. After that, I
leave.

I love glaciers. Coming to Alaska from Florida, I had misunderstood what a glacier
was, even as an adult (a mountain made of ice?). But I can see the ocean in them, in their
bright Caribbean blue. They are frozen in time, waves held still, rocking slowly on their own
melt. I want to eat them.

I feel sorry for the snake that we m eet when you and I visit the tropics. He is sunning
him self on the holy limestone as the sun starts to rise on the porch. The same snake that
sent you running when you heard my screams, sounds you'd never heard from me before because I am not a girl who screams - when all he did was cross my path. The same snake
that showed up later in the night, multiplying between the sheets, silvery dark making
moonlight waves in the bed, movements so sleek they make no noise, wake no one and the
snake becom es mythology, like he does every time, smooth between my legs and further
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inside until my womb is full, belly writhing with snakes and I wake crying over memories
lost, so terrible that my mind has replaced them with snakes because how could one go on
if she remembered something like that? So that in the morning like this, when it's clear he
ju st wants warmth, that he's waiting on the rock for sundrops in his blood so he can even
move, that he has no one waiting in his hard home of cold karst as you hand me my coffee, I
have to wonder if my nightmares were also his dreams.

Disappearing during sex is the m ost acute case of it. But there are other things. Most
days I cannot feel my body, am disconnected. I make a point not to do sports or be active in
front of other people. I worry that someone will notice that my body doesn't do what I tell it
to do, that it will be obvious that my body and I do not communicate.
There is a rift between us. Do I hate it? Not exactly. I feel about my body the same
way that I imagine people feel about me when I talk about all this. Well, that's such a shame.

What a waste. Like my body is damaged goods. Like my body could have been something
beautiful. Instead, my belly bulges.

You ask me if we can have “sw eet” sex sometimes, too. This is most difficult for me.
It's harder to detach, and easier to disappear. I would rather you pull my hair. You always
oblige. You want to make me happy.

There's something comforting about the idea that I could turn mermaid any time. All
I need is w ater and my legs can fuse together. And suddenly, I am impenetrable. The fins,
they feel like binding, like being held together so I don't fall apart.
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The disappearing during sex, that's also mermaiding. I cannot speak. My legs snap
together, become one tail. It's like I am drowning, underwater. I can see, kind of. It is blurry
and far away, and receding as if I am sinking. Sometimes I let myself sink. The darkness
feels safer than the sunlight. My sheets are always blue so I can hide in their wateriness.
There are nights, still, more than eighteen years later, when I have more hours of
nightmares than of sleep. On those days, I cannot function, cannot get out of bed. On those
days, I tell people I am sick, because I cannot move through the world when I cannot stop
myself from crying.

I have ju st disappeared for the first time with you. I am crying, wrapped in my
comforter. I am finally at the point where I've calmed down enough to speak again. I am
disappointed. I thought (again) that maybe it would be different with you. But it's not
(again). You want to know what happened. And of course, I have to give an explanation. All
I can do is give a one-sentence summary of what I've been carrying:
“My teenage b o y frien d , forced m e . repeatedly.”
I can't bring myself to say the word, but you know what I mean. I watch your heart
crack and the yolk of it run down your face. I'm so sorry. I should keep these things to
myself.
I try to lessen the blow, “So I get nervous sometim es.” Master of understatement.
I worry, not only about the effects on me, but the effects on you. I am not safe to be
around, I think. My lack of trust makes me untrustworthy. It makes me disappear.
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Distance doesn't work the way I thought it did and Fairbanks has forced me to come
to terms with that. Maps are terribly skewed and Alaska looks closer, smaller than it really
is. That's why nautical miles are necessary, even on land. On a globe, you can't measure
distance in lines. Things are less straight the further you look. You have to measure along
the arc. A nautical mile is one minute along the arc of a meridian of the Earth, about 1.151
land miles. So, I'm only 225 nautical miles from the ocean. And not as far from home as I
had thought.
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How to Become a Saint: For Girls
or,
20 Lessons from Thecla, Mother of Celibate Martyrs
1. Start by listening. When strange men come to town telling you what to do with your
body, pay attention. Sit in the window caught, like a moth in the web of their words.
2. Cut connections. When your mother and your fiance come to talk you down from the
ledge, do not acknowledge their existence. When they weep, ignore them. You never
liked him anyway.
3. Virginity is everything. Your worth as a human being depends on your hymen.
Decide right now that you would rather die than be pricked. Because you will have
to make that choice eventually.
4. Get desperate. When they jail your stranger and you cannot hear his words, bribe
the guards with earrings and looking glasses. You need the words.
5. Humble yourself. Kiss his chains.
6. Wallow. When they take your wordy stranger to court and your family comes to get
you from the jail, refuse to leave. Lie in the spot where he sat and sob.
7. Know your priorities. When they bring you into the arena to punish you on display,
only worry about him. Like a lamb in the wilderness, looking for her shepherd. If he
is not there, hallucinate. You need to believe.
8. Disconnect from your body. Separating yourself from your flesh is the only way to
be saved. When they strip you naked in the amphitheater, nevermind. That body
isn't you anyway.
9. Be stubborn. When they tie you to the stake and your mother pleads that you just
stop, stick your nose up in the air. Keep it there when the flames touch you.
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10. Let it rain. Because you are such a stubborn, obedient virgin, he takes pity on you
and hurricanes fall from the sky. W hat fire?
11. You only need The One. Forget about your family, or about having one of your own.
Isolation and estrangem ent are essential for the controlled, holy life.
12. You will be threatened. When the famous, powerful man grabs you in the street and
tries to have his way with you, don't fight back. He will throw you to the beasts.
13. Virginity is everything, really. But do fight back, even if it means being eaten,
because you already decided that you would rather die than be pricked.
14. Really, really. And when they sentence you, ask only that your chastity remains in
tact. No. Matter. What.
15. You are a lion. When they let the bears and lions loose on you, a lioness will fight
them all off. No harm can come to you.
16. You are chosen. In case anyone doubts this, jump into a tank of hungry sharks.
17. God will save you. They will try to quarter you, tie you to bulls and brand their balls
to make them run, it will rain fire. Because you are a good girl.
18. Trust that God will save you. When men come to rape you, as they are holding you
down, ju st look up and say “Deliver me from these hands” and he will. And the rocks
will part and swallow you. You will sink and disappear and those rocks will hold you
to the ground.
19. Die right there. Because virginity is everything, God will answer your prayers and
kill you before you are raped. This way, you can come to Heaven clean and pure.
This is the only way he will have you.
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20. Know that you are a saint. Because you value your chastity so much and God is just,
he will not let you be raped. He would not let that happen. You are a good girl. You
are a saint.
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Arctic Aubade
A Prose Paradelle for When the Sun Won't Rise
The dawn won't come today, not for us, not at this latitude. Instead the sun will trickle
down, rain drops on your bed like it's done all night. I will ooze from the sky, in crests and
ski slopes, shivering like a porcupine, but never rise. The cold is taunting me and I should
have stayed under the covers, like the darkness told me to. As I move out into the snow
away from you, the auroras reflect in ice, in flakes, in frost, turning the world powdery
green and magenta. The glow of radiation is too much for me.
The porcupine in your bed stayed instead of me. You trickle snow. From the flakes, the sky
drops. Auroras will ooze down like slopes, glow green and come into me. The radiation
crests in and in. It's dawn, as foretold, but not magenta. The darkness covers the cold like a
shivering frost, powdery and turning in. I have to ski away from it. The night will rise, like
me, taunting at the sun, and not move today. The world under ice is never out-done. I
should reflect on the rain. I won't. All this latitude is too much for us.
* * *

There are things I want to tell you as you leave my bed, but instead I pretend to sleep. The
sun is gone and now there are only stars and the crackle of the northern lights for months,
so that every morning you leave in the middle of the night. Quills on my back, I curl around
my soft under belly, holding close the things I want to say. My thighs intertwine with the
nighttime sky, the jungle inks write my hot veins, and I want your handprints on me when
you go, pink reminders of when you were here.
The crackle of your handprints on my thighs say months of northern night things. With
quills you write my bed, my so hot belly, and reminders that I, I want to leave the jungle. My
veins, pink, pretend to intertwine holding the morning close to the things I want. For as I
tell the sun, the nighttime lights are here, my stars only sleep when you are there. When the
sky is gone you want every soft curl on and around you, but instead you and I go back
under. Now leave. There were inks in the middle of me.
* * *

Aurora's handprints are only taunting the sun at this latitude. There is never darkness and
there are not lights. Instead, the powdery pink in my northern world drops like the ooze
from the nighttime months. For me, I want to reflect the glow of the morning stars. For you,
I want the crests of the dawn in bed. For us, a shivering. Porcupine quills trickle from the
under belly of the ice jungle. I pretend the cold is not turning away. Instead, I will say you
were here with me. I want you and the sky as close as my covers. But now the night is gone,
on leave. The radiation of my hot snowflakes leave reminders that the sun will tell you the
things it's told me. So you curl around and into my soft thighs and today I come and crackle
too much. Intertwine on and on when every thing's done. The green sky should ski down
your back when you move me to write, to have, to go. The magenta inks in my veins won't
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sleep under frost, but holding your middle, I rise out like slopes, in like rain. I stayed in bed
all night.
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The Eye
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Everything is silent.

It's happened so slowly that we didn't notice it. But the rain has stopped and there is
no wind. In the water, I can see light, daybreak, maybe? It is a subtle shift. Like the
bioluminescence has fallen asleep and the dark is more diffused. Even the ocean is still.
The silence draws my family outside. You are not supposed to go outside in the eye
of the storm, but they must see the void for themselves. After so many hours of wind, it's
ju st not possible for the world to exist in such silence.
And lo, it's true. The world doesn't exist here. The clouds have come in so closely
that there is nothing. Just our little island in the ocean. It is no longer night. I feel caught,
exposed by the light that is making its way through the clouds. My family can see me.
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They rush out, aunts, grandma, sister, mother, uncles, step father, brothers, cousins.
They surround us with questions: Are you alright? What's going on? Where have you been?

What can we do? Is the baby coming? Who are you?
I think that last one is directed at me. I search for an answer, but another
contraction comes.
“I'm Jake,” the surfer says. And there's a pause, I hold my breath in the grip of the
contraction and everyone else seems to stop breathing, too. I think perhaps my family is so
used to my secrets, my disconnection that they are used to the strangers, tired of asking
questions.
Time has been lost. It must be passing, but the sun isn't moving anymore. The light is
ju st hovering. Has he brought this with him, dragging the midnight sun behind him to the
tropics? What compelled him to paddle so long and far? Or maybe he's not far at all. Maybe
the hurricane has blown us so far off course that we are drifting through the North Pacific.
How would we even know?
The sun isn't rising anymore. It's merely waiting at the horizon and giving way to
the notdark. Like it's playing a game of hide and seek, wanting us to find it. The sky is
murky.
But my family are not looking at me, or at Jake. They are looking out, into the ocean.
I look up, into the fluffy silence to see the waterspout. It arrives fully formed, out of
the clouds, already sucking on ocean and sky. It's not the color of water, though. Or the
color of the clouds. Instead, there's an orange tint to it, a flame of tornado.
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As it moves toward us, it seems like it is losing pieces of itself. Chunks fall from the
w aterspout and plop heavily into the sea. It's lionfish. They rain into the casuarina trees,
falling to a depth they've never swum.
My blown-open bedroom door starts spewing. The papers and documents from my
travels swirl in the winds, coming out into the open. The words I have carried rain on my
family as they try to catch them, collect them. They grab them out of the water, out of the
sky. Just by touching the paper, the stories begin to infect them, before they've even read a
word.
The w aterspout spins closer to the house, dangerously close, and the bat moths that
have been taking shelter there are sucked up and rain down into the sea. The water is filled
with them, glittering with rainbow scales so thick that the ocean turns black.
I can feel the air sinking, the fish and moths falling, and the ocean now refuses to
remain silent. The waterspout pulls the briny sea up while the lionfish and bat moths push
it down as they fall. The air drops heavily into the sea. Lionfish flop from me, trying to get
back home. And bat moths climb on me, trying to get dry.

The tw ister is so close that the venomous creatures are raining onto our heads. An
invasion like I've never seen. Fins and poisonous rays fall from the sky, wiggling at our feet.
We dare not move. Their spines brush against us, turn us red and angry, but I cannot cry
out. None of us can. We sit in shocked silence.
Until the tension is too much. I burst and oceans fall out of me. With a splash, my
w ater breaks, my womb mixing with the seawater.
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And everyone is there. This is not how I wanted it to be. I wanted to be alone, to
shoulder it myself. And now, I am the center.
Or perhaps this thing in my belly is the center. Maybe I am ju st a conduit.
So I, I laugh. I cannot stop. The silence is too much. The w ater is too much.
Everything that should be swimming is falling. Everything that should be flying is sinking.
As the lionfish sting my feet, I do not feel pain. I feel absurdity and I cannot stop.
As I begin to laugh, so too do my grandmother and mother. My aunts as they are
stung cackle along. Soon the whole family is laughing because we are laughing and it is an
epidemic that can't be stopped. Everything is hysterical. We are hysterical.
The sky becomes clear as we move into the very center of the eye. Or perhaps the
eye is moving into us. For a few brief moments, we can see outside the clouds and we
rem em ber that there is world beyond the hurricane. The sky grounds us. And that makes
us laugh all the more -- at the beauty and absurdity of how big the world is outside the
hurricane, even though we can only see what's right here. And we are so small and there
are poisonous fish and giant moths falling from the sky and the land broke away from the
shore, so we are ju st floating out to sea and we have no idea where we are, so all we can do
is laugh.
As the lionfish fall, I am sure that I am the second coming of Brigit, that what I'm
looking for can be found in the bellies of fish. I pick up a stick and begin to slash open their
undersides. I slash and slash, blood everywhere. But I find nothing. I slash until it is my
belly splitting open.
And then, the waterspout hits the land and it feels so much more terrible now. It
smashes casuarina and sea grapes, the plants bow down, destroyed. The palms throw down
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their coconuts and fly off. The tornado rips the balcony off the house ju st as the
surrounding winds start up again. The eyewall is approaching and the house is falling. The
winds don't suck it up, instead they seem to deflate it, as if they are sucking out the air that
keeps it standing. And ju st like that, it's flat and the storm is back and there's no shelter.
The trees, the house, even the land is gone, pulled down by the remora. So the only place to
be is in the water.
The thing about home is that it's not a past. It's a present and a future. Or at least,
that is what I want to believe because I want so badly to leave that past behind, to pretend
that ju st none of it exists and that I can move forward and start from now and can create an
identity and a home.
But really, perhaps home is not just a past. It's not only what nurtures you and
shields you, but also what you nurture and shield. And me, I've been on this wild goose
chase for years, looking for a home, an identity, feeling like if I could ju st find a connection
to a place or a past, there would be some sort of peace. And on this wild goose chase, I've
nurtured and sustained nothing. It's been all running, searching, thinking about myself too
closely so that I haven't allowed myself to invest in anything, which means I still don't have
a home. Every time I try to go back, it ju st collapses.
But your roots, maybe, and home are not only the past that flows through your
veins. Maybe it's also the choices you make and the experiences you have. I am mermaid
and disappearer not only because those things are in my blood. I am mermaid and
disappearer because the life I chose required w ater and cages, swimming and vanishing,
kicking and boxes, songs and magic.
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This part, you see, it looks like the Sargasso Sea. It is thick, mostly not w ater at all,
but seaweed and all the things stuck in it. Bloated fish and dead boats, so many lionfish and
bat moths. It spins around on itself and it's not moving forward. As the winds come back,
they blow in the other direction, but it is still counterclockwise, always counter clockwise
and the past, the present, and the future are all swirling together. It's like a giant drain in
the ocean. It's sucking up so much and so much of it is garbage. And it feels like the old
sailors said, like our ship is being pulled down, pulled back. Like the ship suckers are
attached the hull of this island and holding us in a pattern that we cannot escape.
What if we swim for it, dear reader? The shores must be far away, I know. It is a long
shot. And the idea of jumping off into all that unknown seaweed. Well, frankly, it's terrifying
to me, too. We don't know what's going to happen. But the only other option is to stay here,
on the island, stuck in the North Atlantic Gyre. The things that never made it out surround
us. Cruiseliners from the turn of the century. The rotting bodies of tarpon. Everything is
being broken down by the sea, by the saltwater. So we do know what will happen if we stay
here. We'll keep getting the same spinning, the same pull, stuck here until we are skeletons
like the one looking at us from those ships. There is only one way to escape. We can't keep
floating like this. We must jump into the depths and try to swim. Hold my hand please. I am
scared of that dark water.
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Everything Comes Back Around
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My family huddles together in the ocean. My sister, my mother, and my
grandmother hold me. My aunts, uncles, and cousins are gathered round. Everyone has
papers in their hands. They are trying to read them as the documents turn to pulp.
The surfer stands back, as if he knows too much already. He is nearby, but he is not
the story. He cannot change the events. He can only witness.
They tell me that if I introduce a new character, that character needs to do
something, needs to serve some function in the story. But this, dear friends, is not how life
works. Sometimes people come into your life and the function that they hold is ju st being
present. Sometimes that is enough. Just be present while I live the trauma. Maybe bearing
witness is all the characters in your life need to do. And ju st that moves the plot along.
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We are surrounded, wading in mostly notwater. The lionfish are no longer stinging.
The bat moths stick to the ocean like it is a windshield. The sargassum wraps around us,
holding us close.
But we are not safe. The wind is blowing harder and we know soon that it will be too
much. The air is filling with light. There is no sun, but some photons make it through the
clouds, bounce off of the rain and ocean and we can see ju st enough to know that we are
there.
My Aunt Kim looks down at me. She is the one everyone says I look like. Trying to
comfort all of us, she begins to read what she's picked up out loud. It's pieces from my
travels, the things I could not say. My aunts move in closer to hear over the wind. My family
leans in, in a circle around me, shielding me from the storm.
She has an academic article I've been carrying with me, “Rape myth acceptance:
Cognitive, affective and behavioural effects of beliefs that blame the victim and exonerate
the perpetrator” (19-20), by Bohner, et. al. It is a reminder, knowledge that I must tell
myself over and over, as many times as I have heard the stories of women who have been
threatened or assaulted, as many times as I have relived my own assault. It is a reminder to
counteract the myths.
She begins to read, trying to give some comfort, some distraction, some connection
in the storm. She yells the highlighted sections out into the wind: “We may identify four
general types of rape myth: beliefs that blame the victim for their rape, express a disbelief
in claims of rape, exonerate the perpetrator, allude that only certain types of women are
raped.”
I cringe at each bullet point. Even though the wind is deafening, I can hear her
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because I know them all by heart. I have internalized these myths about myself. They were
the stories I was handed and so they are the way I understand my experience. It was my
fault. I probably don't rem em ber it correctly. He was only a kid. I am a tease, not a saint.
But reading the academic article only takes me so far. I know, intellectually, that I
should not believe these things, that they are not true. But this is not how belief works.
Belief gets lodged in your soul, deep under your skin. It's something we learn not by data
and facts but by stories, things that we figure out on our own by understanding the tales we
get passed down, the narratives running through our veins. This kind of belief is not a mind
that can be changed. It's a poem that must be rooted in your depths, deeper than your
heart. In your belly.
The myths I've been handed down sit in my stomach, grow and infest my blood.
They are the snakes that crawl inside me in my dreams. The stories I've been handed down
back up the myths, make it impossible for me to let them go. They are part of me, in my
blood. Brigit's saint stories teach me that only certain types of women are raped. Not
women like Brigit. Women like me. Queen Ana's story teaches me not to blame the
perpetrator. Men have needs, which is why they take wives, why he asked me to marry him.
Suvannamaccha's myth is one where the woman is not believed, I mean, who wouldn't fall
for that monkey? And Thecla, even Saint Thecla could be blamed for putting herself in
harm's way, leaving the safety of her family and her home.
Maybe if I can eat enough bat moths, they will suffocate the myths. Perhaps if I stuff
myself with lionfish, the venom will be an antidote. So I eat and I eat, I consume the stories
over and over again, each time, changing them a bit so that I can be gentler with myself, live
ju st a bit longer with what I've experienced.
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Anna sat on the beach in Ireland, before the circus, before becoming a mermaid. She
fingered the slate rocks. The tide was coming up and she was purposefully letting the
waves nibble at her hem. She couldn't be bothered to care. She picked up a rock and put it
in her skirt, wondering if she could ju st sit there and let the sea take her, wondering how
things ended up this way. She wiped a tear from her face with one of the smoother rocks.
She was tired of being taken, of going with the flow.
She blamed the moth.

It was Easter. Her family had ju st finished dinner when there was a knock at the
door. Her father winked at her mischievously as she got up to answer it.
The doorknob still held the last coolness of winter as she turned it.
The lepidopterist stood before her framed by the door of her childhood home. His
eyes were so blue, so clear. His hair, ju st a bit too long, curled in sterling ringlets around his
face. He held out a moth, an em peror moth on a mounting board. The moth's wings looked
like owl eyes and they stared back at her.
“Anna,” he said. And her mother and father gathered round. “I know, perhaps, it is
too early to get married. I need a house and all. But perhaps you would accept this small gift
and grant me the honor of being my betrothed?”
She stared back into the eyes of the moth, dried and pinned, and nodded. He held it
out closer to her and she took it in her hands. She ran her fingers over its body. It felt so, so
soft, so fragile. Flakes of its scales came off on her fingers.
He clasped his hands together, “Oh, you've made me so happy. This is ju st the
beginning!”
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Her mother hugged her while her father shook the lepidopterist's hand.
“Very good, lad.”

It had been years since she had started eyeing him. Years that she had looked up to
this strange man who had a passion for all things aurelian. They were ju st children when
they met. He ran past her house with a net on a stick. She looked out the door and watched
him.
She was thirteen and it was the first time she felt the stirrings, the longing for
another person that originated much deeper than her mind, deeper even than her heart.
He chased a butterfly, swerving back and forth in front of her house. His elbows flew
wildly like wings and Anna liked the awkwardness of it. There was something real about it.
It was very early summer and morning and she remembered that because she
remembered the way that the dew clung to his shoes and wetted the bottom of his pants.
It w asn't until the insect was finally caught that he looked up and saw her watching
him.
“Hello!” he said, practically beaming. “Come look!”
The bug fluttered in the net as he held near the ring to keep it from flying out. It was
small, but beautiful, black with red spots like a reverse lady bug.
“What kind of butterfly is that?” Anna asked leaning over to look closer.
“Oh, it's not a butterfly. It's a six-spot. What's your name?” he asked.
“Anna. Yours?”
“I'm Ryan.”
“It's pretty,” she said, pointing to the six-spot.
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“It is. I've been looking for one of these.”
“What will you do with it?” Anna looked brightly at him.
“I'm going to keep it forever.”

Once they were betrothed, Anna started making plans, naming children, dreaming of
houses. She couldn't believe her luck.
And she finally got to see his lepidoptery room. It was the first time they had ever
had the chance to be alone. There was a table in the middle of the room covered with
strange instruments, pins, and mounting boards. The walls were lined completely with
more tables, covered with mounted moths.
He named them each for her, the gold wing, flame shoulder, the drinker, heart and
dart. He knew them each like they were people.
“They're in pairs, you see,” he explained. “These two together.” He pointed to the
two in the top right corner of a table. The one was an emperor moth. She recognized it
because it was the same kind he had given her. Its wings were spread wide so that all four
of its large eye-shaped markings looked up at her. Up close, it was red and pink and orange,
as if the sunset had been smeared across it. The one next to that also had eye-shaped
markings, but was a brownish gray and white.
“The female,” he said, following her eyes. “Less variation. Less coloration. But you
know, no collection is complete without them.”
He lead her to another table.
“And these are my favorites. The vestal moth.” The table was filled with the same
moth, in variations of color from off-white to green to pink. They all had the same upside-
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down V, bent at their thoraxes. These moths were different from the others that Ryan kept
because they were pinned with their wings closed.
“Look at this,” he said. He unpinned one and spread its wings, showing pure white
underwings. “You can really see how they got their name. Just breathtaking.”
He looked to her and she smiled.
He pressed her suddenly against the table.
“I'm not --”
“Please.” He put his hands on her hips and pressed harder into her.
She pushed him away.
“Fine,” he said. And w ent back to his workbench.
Ryan picked up the moth fluttering under his net. This one was all white. It looked
like it had feathers instead of wings, three on each side. It was the daintiest moth Anna had
ever seen. He took it between his thumb and index finger and squeezed the thorax, gently.
The moth flapped hard, and then less and less until it was dead. He picked up a piece of
cloth and unwrapped it gingerly, spilling a six-spot onto the table. He wrapped the dead
white moth in the fabric and began to work on the six-spot.
He looked up at her and smiled, “Look, it's alright.”
She smiled back.
“Want to see me mount one?” he asked.
“Alright.”
Ryan held the six-spot up and spread its wings so that its thorax was exposed. He
pressed the pin through the middle. He used forceps to push the wings back down and laid
it on the mounting board, flat. He bend forward to be as close to the little thing as possible.
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He took two pins at once and stuck them into the very top of the six-spot's black and red
wings, spreading them open symmetrically.

After this, the pressure continued. Words at first, pleases and questions. Was her
promise to marry him not sincere? If it was, what difference would it make? Didn't she love
him too?
On a picnic, under her favorite oak he had set up flowers all around and made a
wreath for her to wear in her hair. The day was perfect, lovely.
But this time, it w asn't ju st words. It was his weight on her forearms and the
wetness of the mud on her back. It was her wings spread and her thorax pinned. It was
blades of grass poking her face as she tried to turn away and his eyes so closed, closed,
closed.
She returned home with a puffy pink face and mud and grass stains on her back. Her
parents looked away.

Anna had questions of her own, questions that filled her days with uneasiness. What
was wrong with her? Why would God not intervene? Is this what love means? Anna knew
she could not bear a lifetime of this strange feeling, being caught between love and
violation, the uneasiness that came with coercion. She thought it might get easier, but it had
been months now. While her family excitedly planned a wedding, the lepidopterist took
what he believed was his any time he wanted it. It w asn't a problem for him to ignore her
no's. Everyone knew that no is what women are supposed to say, that they are supposed to
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be coy. But he made clear that all of this was only because he already thought of her as his
wife. He loved her so much, and she owed him this.
In the moments he was on top of her, she slipped away, imagined herself Merrow
enough to escape the promises she had made. To swim from his clutches, find her way back
home, retreat to a world where he could not find her. She wanted oceans between them.
Each time she slipped away, her grasp on the land and the people she loved
loosened.

Anna was wracked by nightmares. She was asleep again and again she woke because
her belly was moving. She tried to sit up, to look down at it, but she could not move. Like
she was being held down by her belly. She tried to call out, but could not speak. The thing
was suffocating her, moving down her throat. The night was happening around her and she
knew, like every other time, that she was awake. Her heart beat faster. Her eyes darted
around the room. Inside, she thrashed, trying to wake up, screaming for help until the night
exploded. Her belly imploded, deflated like a ball and out of her nether regions flew
millions of huge, black moths.
As they left her, they grew, flying further and growing bigger black, until they were
like owls, like vultures, like ravens, like bats. They blocked out the night until she could not
see anything. There was no more moonlight. Nothing.
She didn't wake from these. She had been awake the whole time. Again and again.
It was like there were moths inside her. Tiny moths that were eating away at her
organs, sipping her blood through their proboscises, eating away at her soul. They
multiplied each time she had the dream. They clogged her insides. Chrystalises hung from
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her arteries and her blood couldn't get through. They died in there, falling into her veins
and flowing through her, until they got stuck and decomposed in her heart. That was what
it felt like to carry this pain.

Anna threw a rock into the ocean. The ripples spread until they disappeared. It was
clear what she needed to do.
She stood on the shore with the first flutters in her belly. She undressed, showing
the sunshine her body, a body that held the invisible scars. A body that was growing.
Anna dove into the Atlantic.
She split the ocean in two to keep herself from breaking.
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The year I turned sixteen, I got betrothed. That sounds old-fashioned, I know. At the
time, I felt so grown-up, so sure about what my life would bring. We had started dating
when I was thirteen. He was fourteen. This sounds cute, maybe. Cute that he bought me a
ring with five tiny diamonds on it and asked me to marry him the Easter after I turned
sixteen. It was magical, then, a dream. I immediately named the four kids we would have.
He gave me the ring tied around the bunny's neck. The stuffed animal was pink,
made of a terry cloth that I could sink my fingers into. Around its neck was a spring-ish bow
tie. It had black plastic eyes and a hard, protruding nose.
I don't know anymore what happened to the diamond ring, but I kept the bunny. I
carried it with me in my suitcase from continent to continent. There was so much that my
life of travel couldn't hold: my ballet shoes, clothes that I loved, the books that shaped me.
But the bunny, I always made room for him.

It's strange the way that something that seems so small can tear up a life. It seems
like the kind of thing I should be able to let go of. I can understand, intellectually, what
happened, how it w asn't my fault. I know so many people go on to have happy lives after
surviving much worse. But somehow, that intellectual knowledge doesn't take away the
disappearing, doesn't make my legs any less fin.

I need to let go of the rape myths in order to survive, in order to even live with
myself. This is where the doubt comes from. I have taken on these myths so wholeheartedly
that I don't even believe myself, my own memory. I spend my life ignoring it. I pretend on a
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daily basis that it didn't happen, in order to make it through the day, ju st to function. And
now I have to open up and say it.

Still. I want to protect him still. As I write this, I worry about the repercussions for
him, for his family.

Here is something that I wish were not true. But, you know, I've promised that I am
trying to work toward being more transparent, toward writing something that is both story
and truth and so I cannot keep hiding behind the masks of fiction, pretending that this is
some kind of plot device or metaphor.
It's the feeling that what you say doesn't matter, that the words will be ignored, even
by the people you love. So eventually, after months of saying no, you decide that it's better
not to speak and ju st let things happen because if you say no and it happens anyway, then
for sure it's rape. But maybe if you don't say no out loud, you can tell yourself later that at
least part of you wanted it. That he's not that terrible because you didn't say anything this
time and so maybe he didn't know. Maybe in the future you could have some agency by
saying no louder or more or harder or really fighting back.
The silence will become a shield, a way to convince yourself that maybe you could
do something about it other than letting it happen again and again. But then you rem em ber
the times you did say something, how awful it feels if you stay present and do say no and
that is ignored.
Maybe your voice is too soft or you are too passive, too sweet. Maybe if you can
believe that this is a thing about you, it will be easier to exist in the world. It's not that the
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world is a bad place, you can say, it's ju st that I don't speak up enough, that I'm not good at
using my voice. It's not you, world, it's me. And that somehow feels easier to live with than
the idea that the first person you ever loved would ignore your no's and your tears and
rape the virginity right out of you.
I'm sorry, dear reader. I know that was hard to read. It's so unpleasant. You don't
have to tell me twice. So let's ju st keep going with these other metaphors and veiled images
of eating bat moths and strange pregnancies. It's easier to swallow, I know.

Because these great-great grandmother stories are supposed to tell me something
about myself, I am forced to look at them through a telescope. I try to bring the tiny specks
that they are closer, into some kind of focus, so that I can see them as they really are. It
looks like what I am trying to tell myself when I say I am a mermaid is, yeah, the trauma has
left scars, made me unable to function like a normal human being. But maybe there is a
place where I will someday land that my scars will help me be more at home. Like the sea.
And I am not sure that the decision is mine, but I ask myself over and over: Are you
going to let your legs be eaten by a fish, so that your toes are intertwined and your thighs
are pressed together? Does that make you feel safe enough? Is that the life you want? Or, do
you want to be sawn in half, crawl into the box and let the blade rip through you so that the
pain you feel on the outside matches the pain you feel on the inside? Or maybe you can just
disappear, would that make it better? How do you move forward from here?

The problem is that when I hear/write/read the stories of others who have similar
experiences, it hits me hard that the thoughts above cannot be true.
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But when it's my story.

It became apparent, given the stories I knew, that I was not one of the saints. I was
one of the pagan women, because this only happened to them. Saints were always saved by
God's intercession. They fear rape, they are threatened, but they are never touched. It's
easier to say “You can defile my body, but not my soul,” when there is a threat but nothing
happens. For me, the distinction is less clear. I don't live in that kind of binary world, where
I can decide that my mind or my soul was not touched, even though my body was. I live in a
world where my brain, my consciousness, my subconscious is still a physical part of me.

There's a repetition of themes in my life, as if I am living in a villanelle, refrains
coming up again and again. As if the ocean feels the need to remind me again and again
what the waves feel like against my ankles. I've become dependent on these reminders.
I like to believe that it has made me stronger. You know what people say: That
which doesn't kill you. But I know this is not true. Malaria weakens you permanently, can
misshapen your blood and deplete you of iron. Even when you are “cured” even when it
doesn't kill you. This trauma has made me weak, scarred. Too scared for sw eet sex.

I was sixteen. I was still with him, my betrothed, my rapist. I don't use that word,
obviously. At the time, I understand rape (as a lot of people do) as the stranger in a mask, a
violent act in the woods with weapons and physical scars. I have no way to talk about how I
am feeling. Just this vague notion that things are very, very wrong.
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And so, I cut myself. In the m ost sixteen-year-old way possible. There are stories,
right, of people using razors and I've heard them. So I sit on the bathroom floor with a pink
plastic bic and try hard to cut across the veins. In case you have never tried this, I can tell
you right now, it doesn't work. Not as a means to kill yourself.
I know now that you have to cut up and down. I'm glad that I didn't know that then.
It feels inescapable. When your words aren't being heard by someone you thought
you loved, when you don't have the words to tell anyone what is happening. And then all
you can do is bleed.

I like to think that maybe Grandma Anna's child is still out there. That maybe she
didn't lose it but gave birth while she was pulled along by the remora. The child is still out
in the ocean, a real mermaid. Perhaps this would have happened to any of us, with
mermaid blood, if we had been born in the sea as well. Perhaps it's our experiences that
decide whether we become human or mermaid. Our environments shape who we are.

My friend Bella and I leaned in close, talking about boys when we were sixteen.
“How are things with Joey?” I asked her. The mood changed suddenly, and the
giggles evaporated. She shrugged.
“What happened?” I pressed. This was a new interest of hers.
“Well, we were, like, making out, you know? And he wanted to go further, but really I
didn't and he, well, he didn't listen,” she pulled her lips in.
All this time, I didn't know how to feel about the way that my betrothed was treating
me. But when I heard the story from her, I knew what to think. When I was not the main
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character, I could separate myself and my complicated feelings enough to know exactly
how to feel.
I was outraged.
“You have to break up with him,” I told her.
She put the accusation back on me, as if we were the ones who had perpetrated
crimes.
Yes, me too.
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Perhaps it's no accident that Brigid chose a life of celibacy.
Perhaps when she was ju st ten years old, her uncle, afraid that she was going to take
their family land, had his way with her. Destroying her for marriage.
This is why her miracles started when she was ten, why they started with lies. She
gave away her mother's butter to the poor, her father's sword. And God replaced them.
This is why she refused to marry. And why she valued beauty so little that she
flicked her eye at her brothers. This was why she helped the women who came to her. And
why she needed land of her own, so that she could surround herself with others who
understood and give them a safe space to land. They traipsed, held boulders in their aprons
as if they were potatoes, sustenance spilled forth from their laps as they laughed.
The snakes whispered in Brigid's ear, snakes that were never native to her
motherland. I have snakes whispering in my ear, too, giving me knowledge that I don't
want, an understanding of the world that is harsher, more ugly than I want to believe.
But maybe if Brigid's story is more than we knew, I can give it to Grandma Anna, let
her split open the belly of the fish and find jew els inside.
It was Brigid's very last miracle. The storm clouds gathered overhead. The thunder
rolled so hard that the very sound of it made the earth tremble. Lightning strikes stabbed at
oaks, the convent, even the land itself.
Brigid and Fine stood by the window, watching as the church was embraced by the
rain. The sheep needed tending.
“I will not let any of these women go out into that storm ,” Brigid said.
“But the sheep sustain us,” Fine said. “W hat will we do?”
“I will go.”
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“Mother Brigid, you can't.”
“Let my will be done.” Brigid's eyes m et Fine's and Fine could not argue.
She watched from above as Brigid left the building. From this distance, Fine could
see the abbess's age, huddled old woman under her cloak. Through the storm came Brigid's
words, poetry floating up and wafting in the window:
The wind has blown away my tears
The rain has made me baptized new
I have lived with snakes for all these years
Let stillness be the last thing I do

And like that, the thunder and lightning were silent. The clouds kneeled in the
pasture so that the sun could shine over them.
Fine realized then that even Brigid had more of a past than anyone knew. There
aren't certain types of people who experience trauma. The past can strike anywhere, like
lightning.
Brigid took off her cloak and shook the w ater from it. She was drenched from the
downpour and dazzling. She reached up and hung her cloak on a sunbeam that shot
through an oak.
As the very last line of her life story, the Bethu Brigte, says, “She stilled the rain and
the wind” (O haodha 335).
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The wind of the hurricane pushes on us, so that my family are being blown together.
They hold each other to keep from drifting away, from sinking in the waves. In the middle, I
float on my back. But there is no sky. We are all so close together that all I can see are my
mother's freckles, my grandmother's beauty marks, my sister's pores. Everything is
magnified by water, by raindrops and oceandrops, teardrops and feardrops.
I moan from the depths of me and grab the closest hands to mine. My nails drive in,
like they have so many times on the insides of my own thighs, drawing blood. The pain
consumes me. My cousins hold my legs and my uncles hold my head.
I can feel my body shifting, changing. I want to push.
My family pushes into me, bracing from the storm. My past pushes out of me, grown
larger than I can carry anymore.
My Aunt Kristi leans over me, nodding, reassuring. I make eye contact and breathe
through my teeth.
She picks up Kim's thread, the reading that is keeping us from spiraling out of
control. She yells the words. I can hear them. I know them by heart, because I have written
them. I don't know if the others can hear over the wind.
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Marie had secrets, secrets she carried until she died. No one knew until decades
after her death.
You can imagine young Marie's surprise when the count of their province showed
up on her doorstep, looking for her. Marie was one of the more adventurous girls in her
village. She was a wildchild, up for anything and the whole town knew it. It wouldn't have
been surprising to anyone that she ended up in the circus. This was why the count first
approached her.
He arrived on her doorstep and skipped salutations all together.
“I am at a deficit because you haven't taken place in my life yet,” he said to her, first
thing. Well, with a hello like that, what could a girl say? And how could you turn down an
invitation to a palace? But it w asn't what you think it was. He w asn't there to cheat. No, he
was there to draw Marie right into the heart of his marriage.
The count's home was prepared for her, everything in place to woo a young girl's
heart. As she entered, a young servant boy bowed to her and beckoned her to follow. She
made her way through the hallways, lined with paintings of buxom, wistful women in
various states of undress. Marble statues held their hands out to her and in one, she saw
her own self, short and curvy and youthful with even the same wisps of hair along the
neckline, all carved in white stone.
The count and countess sat in the conservatory, candles lit instead of lamps,
surrounded by a forest of exotic cut flowers. In the background, a rainforest of colorful
birds in cages cooed at her.
Marie bowed to the aristocrats and the count lept up from his seat.
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“Please, don't,” he said. “You are our guest. We should be bowing to you for the
honor of your presence.”
The countess giggled. “Please come sit,” and patted the chaise lounge she sat on.
She was the m ost beautiful woman Marie had ever seen. She wore a dress that Marie
recognized. It was one her father had made, silk and expensive. It had fed their family for
months. The countess was pale, so beautifully smooth from her forehead into her cleavage
and down her bare shoulders to her fingertips. She wore her hair down, relaxed in ringlets
and her mouth was so so red.
Marie sat.
“I'm Eliska,” the countess said. “It's lovely to finally m eet you and Zigmund was not
incorrect about your charms.”
Marie blushed and the count moved to sit on her other side, so that the three of
them were draped together over the chaise. The count pulled out a dark viscous ooze and
scooped it into a long, thin bamboo pipe.
“From the flowers of the Orient. You will see reality as it really is. Filled with love
and strangeness.”
He brought the mouthpiece of the pipe to her lips and said, “Inhale, dear.”
And she did.
It was the first time she got a good look at him. His goatee pulled his face down
longer than any face should be and it made him look like a devilish horse. His teeth pointed
out, not like fangs so much but like fat, upside-down tear drops falling from his gums, like
his mouth was crying. His mouth was black and deep, like a cave. Marie watched it
entranced as he spoke and it became shaking earth that brought the stalactites and
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stalagmites together and apart with his words. His body seemed to change shapes as she
looked at him. One minute he was strong and young-looking. The next he was frumping
into an old man. When he smiled, he looked ancient, decrepit. And he knew it. So he tried
not to smile much. When he did let one slip, they were so quick that it seemed a ghost of his
older self had passed by his face, or his death mask. But he was charming, complementing
Marie so much that she couldn't help but be endeared to him.
In a m atter of minutes, the room had embraced Marie in a warm hug. The count and
countess gave her a tour of their palace, letting her relish the wonders. They stood close to
her, bodies pressed against her so that she could feel the soft silks and satins of their
clothes. Her own dress felt rough against her skin. Tulips from Turkey leaned in and
brushed against her cheek. Marie stopped at the cage of a particularly colorful parrot and
pressed her face against the bars to get a closer look. He scooched toward her and pressed
his face close, touching her nose with his beak and looking into her eyes.
“She's perfect,” the countess cooed.

Marie spent more and more time at the palace, becoming a regular fixture. The
count was an avid hunter, and a m eat connoisseur. The walls of their home were covered
with animals that Marie had never seen. Variations on deer: big ones, small ones, brown
ones, spotted ones. Variations on birds: owls, fluffy and smooth, brown and bright, parrots
in rainbows. A cockatoo looked down at her from a perch and cocked its head. She jumped.
“Oh, no dear,” said the count. “They're all dead. Nothing to be afraid of.”
But Marie was not so sure.
Zigmund took Marie's hand and smiled at Eliska, who nodded and left the room.
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“I'm very fond of you,” the count said.
Marie was silent, unsure.
“You remind me of the woods,” he continued. “There's something about your smell.
Like a little woodland creature. I have such a very good feeling about this. I want to show
you my prized room.”
Zigmund led Marie through a cave-like hallway, into what must have been a recent
addition to the palace. After the smallness of the hallway, the great room was expansive,
exploding. Above the fireplace was a painting so big that Marie could have been a fairy in
the grass. It was a painting of a deer.
“He is my favorite,” Zigmund said as Marie stared up at it. “The one animal I cannot
kill.”
The walls of the room were lined with antlers. Some were mounted on wood and
others were mounted on wooden carvings of the same deer in the painting, head at the
same angle.
“I have been following him all my life, ju st as my father followed him,” the count
turned to face the painting head-on. “I catch only glimpses, but every year when he drops
his antlers, I collect them. He is such a fine specimen, so noble and long-lived. It is as if he is
the very archetype of deer. At this point, I would not kill him even if I were given the
chance. But the antlers, they are my trophy.”
There was a long silence before Eliska came back in the room. Zigmund held out his
hand, offering the countess the floor.
“We want a child,” Eliska blurted.
“O h .” Marie was at a loss. “Yes, of course. That would be lovely.”
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“I don't want to have a child,” Eliska clarified.
The count broke in, “You see, Marie, Eliska is not interested in carrying a child, but,
you know, we do need an heir of course. Someone who can carry on the family line. And,
you know, we're ju st smitten with you.”
Marie looked from Eliska to Zigmund. Were they asking her to be their heir?
“I have no interest,” Eliska said, “In giving up my lifestyle, even for a few months of
pregnancy. I mean, could you imagine what it would do to my body, my social life? There
will, of course, be a nanny, but really I can't stomach the idea of getting so big and saggy
and there's quite a risk, isn't there?”
Marie's face pinched together.
“We want you to carry the child, dear,” Zigmund explained.
Silence.
“Of course,” Eliska said, “We will make sure you are taken care of for life.”
Marie tried to nod understanding, but as she took it all in, her nods became dizzying
circles.
“Take some time to think about it, dear,” the count said.

Soon after, Marie moved in with the count and his wife. They started going to parties
together. It was a raucous time. Marie was falling in love, with the countess's caresses and
the count's kisses, with the parties and the dresses, even with the whispers they stirred
when they were out together. Zigmund and Eliska promised that Marie would never want
again, for love or money, and agreed that Marie could be the nanny for their child, giving
her the opportunity to bond with and raise the child, even if on paper it had the count and
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countess's pedigree. Marie was taken with this future, and the idea that at such a young age
she would be set for life, without having the hassle of finding a husband.

But something about the arrangem ent left doubts knocking in her brain.
As the weeks w ent by, the pressing of the count and countess became heavy.
“We have promised you a lifetime,” the count urged. “It does, however, require some
submission.”
They were back in the hall of antlers, the homage to the deer who got away.
“I'm ju st not ready,” Marie said.
“You have given us your word.”
“And I promise, I will.”
So they presented her with a contract, for their protection and hers, they reassured.
It gave her eighteen years of guaranteed work with a generous salary, room and board and
a stipend for life. In return, she would “m other” their child, as the contract put it, not quite
outlining what exactly that meant. But it was clear between them what she was to do. How
could she say no to such an offer? It was so little to give for so much security. She signed,
with a smile and a flourish. Eliska called for their m ost expensive wine.
“And bring the gifts!” Zigmund called. Eliska covered Marie's eyes, giggling.
When Eliska took her hands away, Zigmund held a ring and a large cat. He slipped
the ring on her middle finger.
“As a reminder of our promise,” he said.
Marie looked down on it, a gold band with five flecks of stone along the top.
Zigmund pushed the cat into her arms.
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“Because we know how much you love animals,” Eliska said.
Zigmund responded to her questioning gaze: “A lion.”

But even after the contract, Marie wavered. She made excuses about not wanting to
be pregnant in the summer or wanting to w ait until after specific parties so she could still
dance.
Zigmund cornered her one night. He kissed her neck and she giggled. She loved the
feeling of nuzzling against him.
“You must keep your word,” he said sternly. “I will not listen to any further excuses.”
“I can't -- I'm not --” He kissed her over her words.
“I love you so much. Don't you want this life with me?”
“Yes, but --” he pressed his mouth against her, hands in her hair.
“Please. No --” she said.
He pulled away and looked at her.
“Why don't you want this the way I do?”
She couldn't say anything, had no come back or excuses and this, he thought, must
be submission.

When Marie's belly started to grow, they retreated into the palace for some “quiet
time.” Both Marie and Eliska spent months without leaving the estate. The only servants
who were allowed to see them were one young woman and one old. Like this, they grew the
child together, telling friends and townspeople that the countess could not socialize
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because she was with child. Marie didn't have to lift a finger and had all the delicacies she
could ask for. But she was moody.
The count and countess tried to comfort Marie, guiding her into Eliska's bed
together for the caresses she always loved.
“You smell like a lovely woodland creature,” the countess cooed, repeating one of
their favorite pet-isms for her. They looked into each other's eyes.
The count buried his face into her hair and inhaled. “I do love the smell of our little
wood nymph.”
“A magical little unicorn,” and the countess brushed Marie's hair gently from her
face. Lying like this, they made a pair. Two heads of nutty brown hair, two bodies curved
without corsets, two porcelain-doll noses, two pairs of sapphire eyes. Marie burrowed into
Eliska's bosom, trying to hide inside her. They were Russian nesting dolls, Eliska holding
Marie and Marie holding their child.
Marie could feel the count smile without even seeing him.
She wished so hard, in that moment, that she could disappear that she willed the
power into being.

When the birth happened, Marie's child was not what they had expected. It was not
a child that the count and countess could show the world. From the moment the baby
emerged from Marie, she was covered in a fuzz. Her arms had too much skin, so that it hung
down. They looked like wings.
Eliska was furious. “W hat kind of monster did you have sex with?” She threw a book
across the room. “You've created a demon child! It's a bat!”
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Marie's lion was protective as Eliska came at her. She backed off.
“You ju st wait, wait until I have a word with my husband.” And she stormed out.

Zigmund approached Marie while Eliska was out for a walk, a suggestion he had
made. She needed some fresh air, he had told her.
“I am leaving and I want you to come with me,” the count said to Marie.
“Leaving?”
“Eliska has informed me that she intends to ‘discard' you, since you did not fulfill
your portion of the contract. Her words, not mine,” he said. “In any case, I tried to plead for
you, but she gave me an ultimatum. You or her.”
“And y o u 'r e .”
“I want you,” he said. “Let's go far away. I have friends in America. California. It's
new and no one will care for decorum there, ju st that we have money, and I do. We can
start a whole new life.”
Well, Marie could have said no, perhaps. But she did not. In truth, she couldn't
believe the count's pleas. Couldn't believe that a count like this would want to give up
everything he had in order to be with her and her alone. And so she called his bluff. But
really, it w asn't a bluff exactly. Because the count at least partially believed his own words.
With an exit like that, you can never go home.
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I need to confess to you that this story of great-great grands has fallen off the tracks.
My grandmother has been trying to help with the digging, trying to rem em ber and collect
all the information she can. She sends me pictures, letters from cousins, drawn out family
trees. Each time she sends me something or asks about this, I wince at how far these stories
have strayed. They have taken over.
I thought, perhaps, that learning about my forem others would tell me more about
myself, that writing about the other women in my family who have swam away and
disappeared would give clues to why I cannot go home. And it has, but not in the ways that
I expected. It's become a very different kind of search. Yes, it's still a search for truth, but
not of historical fact. The names and dates have stopped mattering. Because now this is
about the stories we tell ourselves, the questions we ask. But this is how we understand.
Making stories. And somehow that fiction gets us closer to a truth. The stories we tell
ourselves allow us to dig gently, to see what shards and rocks might be below the surface.
The facts can help us dig into the past, but the fictions can help us dig into the future.
Because of this, the stories diverge, contain multitudes, like ourselves. There aren't
straight answers. I wonder about the ways that my grandmother, my aunts, my mother,
and my sister tell these stories. W hat does it say about them?

I write these stories because I have no choice. They are the stories I never had, the
stories that w eren't there when I needed them. When the narratives of rape are silenced
and shamed and held secret, there is more at stake than the wellbeing of the survivor that
the story belongs to. There are all the people who need to hear the story, too. The people
who need to know that they are not alone, who need to hear the stories of others in order
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to understand their own. Like me needing to hear Bella's story before I could understand
what was happening to me.
When all the stories are silent, I feel like I must be the only one, so I am also silent,
ashamed, hold the secret inside me. It's a cycle that continues. Can I break it here, by
looking back and imagining that my m erness and disappearing was also my great-great
grandmothers'? Can I use the narratives to connect myself with others who have
experienced similar trauma, use them as a way to connect to a larger whole instead of
making myself separate? Can I stop myself being silent?
When I think of my nieces, I know that I must.
If I can imagine that my great-great grandmothers w ent through experiences like
mine and they survived and made families and made me, maybe I can imagine that some
good could come out of my life, too. That I will be able to have some kind of legacy beyond
pain and isolation. It might seem like navel-gazing or self-indulgent, but I needed these
stories and they were not there. And I know that others need these stories. Now that I have
nieces, I want them to have stories, to know what it means to survive.

It's easier to think about these great-great grandmothers giving birth to nonhumans
because I cannot bear the thought that I might have a daughter, that the result of all this
hardship might ju st be another round of it.
Well, you know how it is with family stories, dear reader. You get an outline, a
general sense of what happened. There are parts that are repeated again and again, but at
some point, you need to supply your own details, fill in the gaps. And those stories become
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you, reader, whether they happened the way you imagined or not. I know only that I come
from a line of mermaids, of women who seem to disappear. The details, well...
I'm sorry, dear family. I know I told you that I was writing about our history, that I
wanted to know more about where we came from. You've answered so many questions for
me and together we've tried to rem em ber and puzzle out the truth. But it's clear here, isn't
it, that the story has taken over. Everyone thinks that their family is crazy, but the stories
that I tell myself about our family are extreme, I know. I know I've put these words in your
mouths, but also this is how I make sense of the gaps in the stories. Please don't be mad.
Please see this as I see this, a homage, a reverence, a love of the stories you have told me
and given me, a recognition of all the ways that you are the people who have made me who
I am. There's something about this story that helps me understand myself, helps me grasp
more, and maybe there's something there that's more im portant than the actual events that
occurred long before any of us were born. I hope you forgive me for letting things get so out
of control. Probably what I'm trying to find out has less to do with knowing the past and
more to do with knowing a story that I can live with.
Oh, the importance of stories. Stories are the models we look to for how to act and
how to understand the happenings of the world around us. This is true, too, of rape. How
are we to understand sexual violence if there aren't stories about it? The way that these
stories are told m atter because they give us insight into how we should feel, how we should
react to sexual assault. If all the stories end in God intervening to save the would-be victim,
or the stories don't tell of the aftereffects, how can we understand? Think of all the rapes in
Greek mythology that never mention the psychological and emotional implications for the
survivor. Or worse, the stories that we are handed down where the victim doesn't survive.
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The rape stories that have been handed down are of two kinds: those where the
woman escapes being raped by divine intervention, like the saints, and those where the
woman is broken or brings darkness into the world because of her rape. Queen Ana bears
diseases. Thecla is swallowed by the land. I know that I have not escaped. And this makes
me wonder, am I destined only to bring monsters into the world? Should I follow in the
footsteps of Lucretia and do the “honorable” thing and wipe myself and the darkness I
carry from the face of the earth? Where are the stories of the women who are raped but go
on to do great things, who have productive lives and help others? If I cannot find the stories
I need, I must write them myself.

I have eight great-great grandmothers. I can't find statistics about rape at that time.
The numbers, I know, would be very different. The ideas about what constitutes rape have
changed. The way we define it, the way we treat it makes reporting and documenting it
different. Take for example, marital or partner rape. This was not a rape not so long ago. It
was only in the 1990s that this even became a legal possibility in the United States.
But let's ju st suppose that the statistics were the same. This would mean that at
least two of my great-great grandmothers had been raped. In my mind, it makes sense that
it was the same two who took the same route I did, the runaway. Like the mermaids (never
spread your legs again) and the magician's assistants (the ones who put themselves all out
there and get sawed in half, disappear, disappear, disappear). I am a mermaid. I run away
scared, squeezing my thighs tight and imagining that I've got nothing between them. I'm
also the magician's assistant, and perhaps the lion tamer.
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I want desperately for you to read this whole work as nonfiction. I want you to
believe that it is both true that Anna came to the United States like so many Irish
immigrants did and also that she swam the entire Atlantic to be here, trying to outswim the
secrets in her belly. I believe that both are true. I use both versions of this story to
understand myself and in trying to do that, both of these stories seem necessary. I want to
share with you the truth, the magic, the fabulism that I see in the real world. But I fear that
perhaps you are looking to me to sort out what is fact and what is fiction in this text. You
can see that I am trying, right? I am trying to draw the lines between the fiction and the
nonfiction here. But I also fear that maybe I am not up to the challenge. Maybe I cannot tell
the difference between truth and story. Maybe I don't believe there is a difference.
Here is the thing: I wanted to tell you the story of my identity, of where I came from,
so that together we could think about identity, about what makes us who we are. And it's
looking more and more like I don't know. I don't feel like I come from anywhere. I can tell
you, I came from Florida, born to an Irish-Czech mother and an Irish-Italian father. But this
does very little to explain me, to help us understand ourselves. Why do I wander and
bounce from continent to continent? I am still searching for answers. So instead, I give you
stories in which the land I call home floats the oceans, at the mercy of the currents,
spinning round and round without roots. An island that w on't (can't?) settle. Perhaps this is
closer to the truth?
But I keep asking myself: Where does the truth lie? Must the truth lie? How can I
believe a truth that lies? Why can't the truth stand? Please, truth, stand up and tell us you
are there.
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And so I go and search, on a lifelong search to see if mermaids are real, if people
really do disappear, if I am alone, if how I feel is real.

I don't know what happens to Lux because I don't know what happens to me. If she's
ju st an alter-ego then how do I know what happens during the storm. I only know how she
got there. I don't know how she gets out.
There's probably a reason that it doesn't feel like it's moving forward, and it's
probably because I'm not moving forward. I'm ju st writing around things. Writing more
and more, but never further. Only deeper.
It is easier not to remember.

I have been carrying this weight in my womb. I feel it there, taking up space, like
there is something inside me that is not me. I, the author, worry, in actual real life that I
won't ever be able to conceive because my womb is already full. I imagine an egg, starting
to grow, multiplying. And the snake that lives there eats it.
So, yes, it's a poetic metaphor. And yes, it's fiction. But it is also very, very fact.

It's easier to believe that these things happen to women who dress “slutty” or drink
too much, to believe that there are things you can do to keep all this at bay. Just buy a
longer skirt or don't have that vodka shot and then these things won't exist in your world.
One in four American women. One in four. I count them, ju st in Marie's line: Marie's
daughters, my grandmother and her two sisters, my mother, and her three sisters, my
sister and I. That's twelve, not including the cousins. I cannot bring myself to count my
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nieces in this. Twelve of us here, and so statistically speaking three of us have experienced
this trauma. Suddenly, this feels hereditary, something that flows through my veins like my
wanderlust and my love of the ocean.

Have you ever done the count? Have you ever sat around a table with twelve women
and wondered which three? It's not so uncommon. And yet, here we are, telling stories of
mermaids and over-the-(big)-top family mythology of women who disappear and we will
never speak to each other about the shame and difficulty of carrying this around. I, I will
run away so that I never have to speak of it. I will make jokes about boyfriends not fitting in
my suitcase and I will je tse t around the world so that I never have to be close enough to
anyone to talk about it. I will not learn the wisdom of other survivors. Instead, I will feel
ashamed and alone. I will feel that there is something so wrong with me that I cannot make
a home, cannot put down roots, cannot love or be loved.

Dare I have a girl?
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Queen Ana's contract with the king of the demons was concise: There would be
peace between the the underground people of Locol and the Keshalyi fairies until Ana's
death. When each Keshalyi turned 9 9 9 years old, they would be given to Locol's people to
be eaten.
This, to us, was worth it. It was worth it to see our queen released from the clutches
of King Locol. It was worth it to ensure that Locol would release no more disease-children
into the world. After 9 9 9 years, we figured, we will have led a full life. It was a small price to
pay.
Queen Ana didn't recover quickly. For years, she drooped in her castle, barely
holding up her head, suckling a drop of blood from each of our three fingers only because
we put them to her mouth. She thirsted not for life, or for love. Instead, tied to the land that
sat right above Locol and his people, she relived the past each day. Each time she saw the
ground, each time she saw a stone, each time one of our people reached the age 999, the
entirety of her marriage happened again. It was more than she could bear.
So she disappeared.
This was how we found her: golden toad washed up w et as if she'd drowned. She
barely breathed. But she was stunning, aglow with water and sunshine glinting off her
gilded skin. All we could see reflected in that gold was the past, a past where Locol's
underground people ate us bone by bone, a past that we could not abide. If Queen Ana did
not survive this drowning, we would not survive either.
And so the decision was made: Ana needed to leave.
We wrapped her in our silky hair, protecting her in buns. She shined through like a
barrette, and Locol's people never suspected. We moved night after night.
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But it w asn't far enough, we all agreed. Anywhere connected to the land of Locol,
they might find her, find us. They could burrow far and wide. We needed oceans between
us and them.
So we traipsed. We crossed Moravia and Holland, found ourselves on the shore of a
sea. We rode fishes across, held tight to their dorsal fins as we braced the waves. The whole
time, we took turns protecting our unconscious little toad.
We crept through kingdoms, dodged humans and stuck as closely as we could to the
ground. But still, our queen did not wake up. So when we found ourselves again on the
w ater's edge, we had no choice but to take the leap. The waters were cold and we wrapped
ourselves around eels and kept them warm as they took us further from our homeland.
The moment we landed on the shores, Ana awoke. And this, we knew, was our new
home.
It was barren. All w ater and rock. We set up camp there on the shores and nursed
her, gave her the only thing we had to give: our blood. Her skin lost its luster, turning from
golden to a more earthly pallor. Her hands unwebbed, became fingers again and she sank
them into the earth. Her mouth narrowed and her lips pouted.
“Queen Ana --” we rejoiced, but she cut us off.
“I am no longer a queen and that is no longer my name. Call me Dana.”
And Dana fell in love with the world again. She made love to the water and created
rivers and rain. She took the rock inside her and gave birth to mountains and trees. She
sucked on the sky and it exploded with rain, clouds, and birds. Her children spread, as her
disease-children had before. But these children, these were ease-children. They made the
world softer, turned our new home into the greenest isle.

241

So when humankind followed us, seeking refuge from the children and
grandchildren that Queen Ana had left behind, we took them in. We took in the toads and
the snakes. We took in the moths and the lions.
And Mother Dana's children spread.
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The wind now is sustained. The rain is falling and the ocean is rising in waves and
the air is filled with water. I can feel the bat moths all around me, clinging to me. And I can
feel the sargassum wrap around my limbs, as if it is trying to hold me down, to keep me
grounded. The lionfish have stung me so much that I am turning numb. I know that I am
reaching the limits of how far I can be stretched, and that I am getting close. But all I can
feel is my skin.
My Aunt Karolyn gathers the papers around her and with all the wetness
surrounding us, they are falling to pieces in her hands. But she reads on still.
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The first time Marie saw Anna, she was performing. She had ju st been unveiled as
the Java Mermaid, Suvannamaccha, which the announcer said as if it were three names:
“Sue. Vanna. Marsha.”
“You can see with your very own eyes, ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer
continued, “The weeping of the ill-fated mermaid. Step up and see the way she holds her
shriveled baby, effects of her illicit love affair with Hanuman, king of the monkeys. See how
she cries for the monster. Listen to her mournful, exotic song.”
And Anna did cry, and she sang, too. As if to underscore her scandalousness, she is
dressed in nothing but her fish. As the tarpon sucked her legs, the announcer w ent on and
on about her sins: “See the terror that comes of cavorting with animals, ladies and
gentlemen, listen to the sadness in those notes. Princess of the Sea, left with child by the
king of the monkeys. Mother of a m onster.”
-- My child kicks, of course—
Anna held a dead sea-child, like the one that she lost on her swim to America. So that
the first time Marie saw Anna, she was naked and crying and holding a monster.

The first time Anna saw Marie, she was performing. Marie was drawn to the ten t by
the sound of the songs, something that pulled at her from a place long lost. She didn't
understand the language, but something about it spoke to her. The notes rose and fell like
an ocean voyage, moved forward like they had left parts of themselves behind. The
mermaid sat on a carton painted like rocks in front of a cartoon of a tropical paradise
holding a dried and shriveled prop as if it were her child and she was the only thing that
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was real on that stage, legs swallowed by the fish. So that the first time Anna saw Marie, she
was on a box and only half a woman.

The first time Anna saw Marie, she was performing. Marie was on stage with the
magician long after the magic was gone, but the show needed to go on because there was
nowhere else to go, so as the music played and spun, Marie kneeled in the coffin-shaped
box and the magician twirled her around. She lay down and he closed the lid over her. All
eyes were on her. Her eyes and mouth widened with theatrical fear before she winked at
the crowd to reassure them not to be scared for her. Her feet wiggled and wagged as the
magician knocked on the box, showing its wooden solidity. As the blade came down, Marie
looked straight at Anna and the theatre stopped, so that the first time Anna saw Marie, she
was in a box and only half a woman.

The first time Marie saw Anna, she was performing. As the saw w ent through her,
the music stopped and she looked out into the audience. Standing behind a hushed crowd
was Alec Ekeneis, holding the most beautiful half of a woman Marie had ever seen. She was
bare-breasted and her hair ran over her body as if it were trying to protect her. As Marie's
feet were pulled away from her body, the crowd clapped, cheering for a woman who
couldn't move on her own and Anna saw herself there and nodded at Marie that she knew.
Well, everything welled up for both of them in that second, the homesickness for
places that had never been, the desire to belong, with feet or without. Marie let slip a single
tear, so small that it became a sparkle in the stage lighting and Anna sobbed softly, the
tarpon kicking as her chest swelled. And Alec wrapped one arm around the fish to control it
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and wrapped the other around Anna's mouth so she wouldn't ruin the show. So that the
first time Marie saw Anna, she was naked and crying and being held by a monster.
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I distrust myself, my memory.
There's evidence that the brain does not distinguish between that which is imagined
and that which is experienced. The same parts of your brain are active when you rem em ber
something and when you actually experience it. I want to count, then, all the times I've
experienced rape. Each time my w rist has been held, each time I felt unsafe because of a
noise. Hundreds of times it's happened again and again and my brain, he never does what I
want. He ju st reacts the same way. See you later, body. I'm out of here. So that every time I
try to get close to someone, my memories make it happen all over again. And again, and
again. I keep thinking someday I will get comfortable enough with someone, if I ju st find the
right person, it will stop. But after eighteen years of this, I wonder if there is no finding the
right person, if it's something within me.
Each new person that you become, in each new situation, you have to relive and
reprocess the trauma to fit with that new persona and new situation. It's a constant
retelling of the story. And painful, because you re-experience it. Again.

What I do rem em ber is finding out that my memories were gone. It w asn't an
amnesia sort of thing. In my dad's shed, where all my memories were kept, on a Florida
August day. It was exactly as muggy as you'd expect that to be and so, so sticky. In the back
corner of the shed, all my memorabilia were piled, relegated to this outdoor space instead
of being worthy of sharing attic space with the Christmas decorations that he didn't
use. The thing about this shed was that it was not water-proof, or rodent-proof, or
anything-proof as I learned as soon as I opened my first box.
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I had been gone for a long time, brushing off suggestions that I was running away
from something for as long as I can remember, which admittedly, w asn't very long. There'd
been the string of too-long-to-be-travel-too-short-to-be-living stints on a few
continents. Prague, Alaska, Thailand. I'd recently decided that I was going to be an ex
expatriate and move myself back to the States. (I've been told several times already that
Alaska is not, in fact ‘the States,' by everyone from my family to Kiwi lovers and most
vehemently by Alaskans, which really caught me off-guard. Of course, it's not contiguous
and it's about as far from Florida as I can get and still be on American soil, but it's not
Ireland or Thailand, and so for me, it is quite definitely and quite frighteningly ‘the States.')
This was a point I never imagined coming to, mind you. I always thought I had left
Uncle Sam's McMansion for good. I'd made a real sw eet life for myself teaching abroad and
I was freer and more comfortable than I'd ever been in America. Too comfortable,
though. There came a point where even as a modern day gypsy, this rolling stone started to
grow moss, or -m ore precisely - to not grow at all. It was too easy, when everything was
new, to forget about the past, to pack it in a shed far, far away and pretend that it didn't
exist. But every time I returned to Florida, it was still there.
There must have been a tipping point -- but I don't rem em ber it - a time when the
need for growth overcame the need for freedom and comfort. And so, like anyone looking
to grow up and get ahead in life, I decided to go for a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative
Writing. Naturally.
You can imagine, then, how it caught my dad off-guard and even I was a little
surprised when I asked if I could get my memory boxes out of storage. No one had been
thinking, least of all me, that there would be a time when I would be in one place long
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enough to actually bring those impractical, sentim ental items (which, like boyfriends, did
not fit in my backpack) along with me.
And yet here I was, covered in swampy sw eat and summer dust, picking at the
remains of my former self. I had no idea that I was going in for a triage mission. The dolls
my grandmother had made me (one for each occasion which I could not recall) were
covered with feces. Bat? Snake? Moth? W hatever it was had chewed through my photo
albums and old love letters. There were pictures of my high school self, a smiling outcast in
a cheerleader's uniform, which were made into nests by one of the anonymous insects with
which the South teemed. The more I rummaged, the more death appeared - dead spiders,
dead roaches, dead silverfish, dead palmetto bugs, dead moths.
But I poked at things more scared of what was living in there. I picked up corners of
pictures in which I stared back at myself dressed in middle school Halloween costumes and
used the legs of old, broken dolls to try to scare out whatever creatures may have made
their homes in there (please no snakes, please no snakes, please no snakes!). I felt
attachm ent to the memorabilia. They pulled at me and I remembered the things. But the
memories, not so much.
The deeper I w ent into the boxes, the worse it was. There was the diorama of a
winter scene (complete with Christmas lights as stars) that my boyfriend from the
Netherlands had made me, chewed to confetti. The photo album I had made to remind
myself of friends from Catholic school had melded together in the subtropical sun so that
by opening the pages I ruined the pictures. I struggled to rem em ber the names for those
faces I knew.
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The very bottom was the worst. It turns out that the shed must have flooded in
some hurricane or other and my memories ju st never recovered. They sat molding, still
wet, and smelly, cuddled against disintegrating cardboard. The cat I slept with as a child
had gone from a too-loved off-white to a mildewy, soggy black. It was at that point that I
gave up.
I put the few things I could salvage into a box about one-sixth the size of the original
two, but it didn't fill. I brought it inside and asked my dad to store it, as I had done eight
years before. There was only one thing that made the cut (read: was covered in what I
deemed to be an acceptable amount of feces) of coming to Alaska. It was a letter from the
Netherlands, from a time when I believed in love. I forgot it on the saw table in my dad's
shed. I left all of my memories there.

I don't know the story of my own conception. I am too shy, I suppose to ask my
mother. But this story of mermaids and magical disappearances feels right to me. As a child,
I wrote stories of my conception, trying to write my father out of it. Though I have his very
short Italian features, I was sure that I could not have been made of him. I cannot, of course,
ask my mother about how it happened. But in my mind, it is irrevocably linked with the
trauma I've experienced. Perhaps it is easier to think of this trauma as being perpetrated by
a father that I did not choose instead of a partner that I did choose. Perhaps that way it can
be a little less confusing. After all, how can it be rape when you are in love? Maybe my own
guilt about changing the course of my mother's life makes me feel like it must have been
terrible, a violation. As if I must have been a m onster in her womb. And I let myself recreate
it in that way.
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My mother is not yet my mother. She is young, so much younger than I am now.
They are newly married and there's so much promise in the air but it's humid and heavy. At
what point is consent important? Is there a place where the line can be drawn? W hat if you
didn't want to get married in the first place? W hat if you knew your fiance were cheating on
you already? But the engagement party's already been had and the wedding plans ju st keep
moving forward. Is there a part of you then that's always conflicted?
She lays quiet. It's come to this. There's no more struggle, no more argument to be
had. There's no reason you can say no to a husband, right? Instead, she stares at the ceiling
fan, watching it spin.
She bores into it, wishing she could become it, could twirl above. She lets it
hypnotize her, her body is pinned but maybe her mind can leave. Maybe she can track the
rotation of the fan until it consumes her consciousness, and she doesn't have to be the
body. Don't be the body. Don't be the body. That's not you. You are here, spinning through
the air, free of all that down there.
Nine months later, I am born.
And by now you know, dear reader, that I have trouble drawing the lines between
my mother and me, lines between myself and others, lines between even myself and
animals, plants, inanimate objects. Why yes, I do feel a little bit bad when I eat a carrot. I
know, that like cows, carrots have feelings too. Lines are so hard.
I cannot draw the lines here between my conception and my formative experiences,
between the things that have happened to me and the things that created me. I know on
some level deeper than this paper and text can capture that time is not ju st a linear series
of discrete moments, but it is also a series of moments that lay on top of each other, that
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shape and mold each other, moments that can happen again and again all at the same
time. This is how the trauma I've experienced has come to shape my conception.
Of course, there are reasons that I can write this in such detail. There are some
experiences that we undergo that we cannot own. This is the use of fiction. But I know, dear
reader, you probably got that already.

This is unfair to my father, though. The trouble with the way memory works has
made it so that things in my mind are linked in ways that have only neurons holding them
together. I don't do a good job of distinguishing between my parents' divorce and my own
sexual trauma. There is ju st gender and hurt and I feel like a helpless pawn.
This confusion, this inability to separate my father from my traumatic experiences
makes it so that I cannot have a relationship with him, write him completely out of my
story, out of my life. I do not talk to him for five years.
I'm sorry, dad.

This is the stance I take when interacting with men, as if they have all perpetrated
some great wrong against me. The memories come up again and again, no m atter which
man I am with. I am always ju st scared. Scarred. How can I push past that? How does one
stop being afraid?

It's not ju st men, though. My friends in college were affectionate, touchy. My
roommate was driving and I was in the seat behind her and we bond in the rearview mirror
with smiles. She reaches behind her seat to grab my ankle. I disappear.
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The purpose of life for me is connection. And now there are so many ways that I
cannot connect. I disconnect from everyone. My family. My closest friends. I hide in far
corners of the earth so that I don't have to admit that perhaps I am broken beyond repair.
Maybe I can no longer function in the world. Maybe I have lost my reason for living. Maybe
I can no longer connect.
But also, I can't ju st let it go. The trauma, it's a piece of me now and it always will be.
The same way that carrying a child in your womb changes your DNA. I am tired of people
insinuating that I should ju st forget about it, get over it, let it go. Those things are
impossible. It's changed the way my mind works, my relationships, my ability to even exist
comfortably in my body. It's not ju st something that happened to me. It's an experience that
shaped my very existence, turned me mermaid and disappearer.
So, I cannot let it go. But I can give it as a gift. I can give that part of myself to the
world and allow it to touch other people, allow my trauma to m eet the trauma in other
people, recognize them, understand them, and let them know that they are not alone. If it's
one in four women, and some men too, why don't we talk to each other about it? Why don't
we let those parts of us touch? I want to wrap it, the experience, to make it something
beautiful. I can't let go of it any more than I can let go of my heritage or my leg. But I can
share it. I can wrap that pound of my flesh in a beautiful package and offer it up for people
to see. The rawness, the reality of who I've become, might still offer the world some good.

My sister sends me a box of memories as I write this. She and my mother are so
excited for me to receive it. Apparently, some of the memories have survived passed from
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my mother to my brother to my sister. It is the first time that I am in one place long enough
to accept a box like this. The first time that I am not living out of a suitcase. It contains my
cheerleading jacket and varsity letter from high school, notes passed to me from my friends
in middle school, and yearbooks and report cards from elem entary school. There are
onesies in it, the one I came home from the hospital in. The one from my first Easter when I
went to the hospital because of my seizures. It also contains pictures of him. I hand you a
picture from Homecoming, probably ninth, but possibly tenth grade. I say nothing and the
silence tells you what you are looking at. The rest of the day, it is difficult to speak.
In the picture, we are children, he and I. Children who are way too young for the
relationship they are having, for the engagement and the assaults. He wears a grey shirt
that matches his gray eyes and I wear vines. There is a forest behind us and the sky in that
painted forest is also gray. I wonder at our smiles. Are they forced? W eren't his eyes blue?
Wouldn't the photography prop have a beautiful blue sky and not this gray one? Has the
picture faded, been altered?
I do not think he meant to hurt me. I even think that he might have genuinely loved
me. But this ju st makes the whole thing more confusing. Why not stop? Why not listen
when someone says no? Did he ju st not believe me when I said I didn't want it?
But all this gray, this throws the whole future into grayness. It is overwhelming to
know that there are not bad people, or even good people who do bad things. There are ju st
people who do things that have effects. I am sure he has not thought about this in years,
maybe ever. But I relive the experience every day.
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So what do I call this? Is it rape? The trauma and the aftereffects would suggest yes.
But still, still I am unsure, hesitant to use that word.
Each person that I become close to, especially sexually, seems to be ju st primed to
hurt. When I get close enough to feel that hurt, I disappear, swim away.
When do you consent? When you say yes to the kisses? When you say yes to the
ring?
In Florida now, there is no legal definition of rape. The term is no longer used.
Instead, this kind of crime falls under the term “sexual battery.” I wonder if this is better.
Rape carries in its suitcase millennia of word-baggage. Is it abduction? Must you be taken
from your house? Is it possible to rape a someone who is not a virgin, or for a rape to cause
pregnancy? Is it rape if the woman is a slut, seems to like sex anyway? These are the
arguments that have been had since the word rape entered the English language.
Sexual battery lets go of all these questions and puts it simply: “‘Sexual battery'
means oral, anal, or vaginal penetration by, or union with, the sexual organ of another or
the anal or vaginal penetration of another by any other object,” without that person's
consent, according to Florida State Statute 794.011.
“‘Consent' means intelligent, knowing, and voluntary consent and does not include
coerced submission. ‘Consent' shall not be deemed or construed to mean the failure by the
alleged victim to offer physical resistance to the offender.”
There is even an addendum: “It was never intended that the sexual battery offense
described in 7 9 4 .0 1 1 (5) require any force or violence beyond the force and violence that is
inherent in the accomplishment of ‘penetration' or ‘union'” (Florida Statute 794.005).
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Even now, given these legal definitions, I ask if it was really a crime. The rape myths
that have been perpetuated deep into my veins still make me question, even myself. Even
seeing all the repercussions.
I am still asking if it was really that bad.
I don't rem em ber what was said. I don't rem em ber much. I don't rem em ber how
many times. I don't rem em ber the exact dates. W hat I do rem em ber is light that looked like
w ater and my ankles locked together by my jeans like fins and wishing, praying to God that
I could make myself disappear. The word Stop pounding through my body like a freight
train of blood, bubbling in my chest and throat and drowning in silence.
Maybe it was much less black and white than I remember. Maybe the pushing away
and the stopstopstopstops were not as strong as I intended. Maybe my body wouldn't do
what I wanted it to do. But instead, I sank into a sea and disappeared. Still, I am sure, I did
not give consent and this being entered without welcoming haunts me still. It's the weight I
carry in my belly to this day.
What do I make of this? When it is not my own story, I know the answer. I know
what to call it. I know it is wrong. When it is my own story, I feel so much less sure. Those
myths circulating in my blood, the ethos of the roots I've been eating, are harsh and deepseated when I turn the spotlight on me.

256

He told her he had swallowed the sun. In the water, the light was refracted
everywhere and so Suvannamaccha could not tell where it came from, if it came from him
or the sky. But that was after things had gone too far.
You see, the rocks had started appearing. They filled the causeway, piled on top of
each other in a mad race to our island, our kingdom. They were beautiful, foreign rocks.
Rocks unlike the ones we had in our sea. They were jagged and gritty, holding on to sand
that hadn't seen the ocean in years.
Us mermaids, we wanted own them, to clasp close to them and connect with the
places they came from. We wanted to hold them close to us, push them inside us so we
could know. So we could know about the lands they came from to better understand the
seas we came from.
He swam feebly, hairy head bobbing above the waves and it made him matted. He
belonged in the trees. The salt of the ocean made his eyes tear and he was gasping and in
that moment, Suvannamaccha confronted with a decision.
It was not that she loved him that much, not that she couldn't resist his simian
charm (that grin, though). It was that he was the opposite of her father. Her father, in the
sea. All she could think about as he was swimming toward her was her father's ten heads.
Angry faces over and over again, looking through her.
She will admit, later, that she was curious about the monkey. Intrigued even.

With a new breath, he was back at the seafloor.
“I don't want to fight,” he said.
She narrowed her eyes, “You are already fighting.”
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“I love you.”
She was silent.
He faced her.
“I've been watching you,” he said.
And she had seen him, behind crags, behind whale sharks. He watched as we
wrapped ourselves around boulders.
He held her wrists above her head.
She gasped.
“Do you think I am a m onster?” he asked, throat crawling into her ear.
She nodded.
“Do you want me to be one?” he sneered.
She shook her head, but he filled his fist with her hair and forced a nod.
The sea here was murky, caught between the island and the land, stirred up by so
many rocks.

It was animal, this thing inside her. Suvannamaccha felt it climbing the walls of her
insides, as if she was a tree, scratching under her skin. It was terrifying to think what she
might unleash into the world. A sadness, a plague, a rage.
Do you believe, a princess like her would willingly make love to a monkey?
She wondered which parts of her this m onster would have, if she would get
Suvannamaccha's breasts and a monkey's ass? Or if he would be a fish's head with a
monkey's tail? Or a monkey's head with a fish's tail? Perhaps the pieces she picked up
would be more nuanced than that. Maybe he would have hairy scales or clawed fins.
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When it finally was born, she knew it was her child because it didn't drown. She
tried. She held it under hoping its monkey lungs would not be able to take so much water.
But the child grew up to be strong and good, to protect his people from his post in
the sea, to protect them even from his father. And because her seamonkey child was good,
they rewrote her story. Hanuman was a hero to them and good guys cannot rape.
How do you even have sex with a mermaid?
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I am floating, sinking, drifting while I push. It is one of the times when I wish I could
disappear, could disconnect completely from my body until it is done. Maybe if I can fuse
my legs together into fin now, I don't have to finish this labor and the pain can stop and I
can ju st deal with the weight.
I am sloshing and moving so much. My sister holds my w rist to steady me and
touches the Florida rock beneath my skin. Jake holds my shoulder and his hand makes
contact with the rock from Fairbanks. The memories flash and pile on top of each other.
It is my mermaid mother who next picks up the writing and when I see what she's holding
in her hands, I panic. No, not that. Please you can't read that.
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Grandma Anna knew it was coming. The squirming of her fish had changed. Instead
of flapping about out of the w ater and waving its body in the water, the fish had begun to
act the same in w ater and on land. Its body convulsed languorously, sending slow,
shuddering waves through her body, alm ost like the feeling that makes people say
someone must have stepped on their grave. Only this was slower, and flowed as if it were
shivering up her body. After the convulsions came the sucking. The tarpon started rubbing
its innards against her legs, as if were clawing at her, begging for help. She could do nothing
but keep it wet, pour w ater over its gills and try to comfort it. She sang it lullabies to soothe
it to sleep, hoping it was feeling less pain. Then one day it stopped moving altogether. The
fish began to rot around her, scales slowly flaking off as if they were bits of mirror, Anna
saw herself reflected in the trail of scaly snow that she left behind her. As much as she
scrubbed and bathed, she could not get clean, get away from that smell.
That was when Anna began to push. She tensed the muscles in her thighs and tried
to push them apart. She did this again and again and slowly the fish's mouth got wider and
wider. After hours, she began contracting her feet, giving tiny kicks with her toes against
the guts of the fish. Anna cried and pushed and cried.
Marie found her like this, in labor against the fish, trying to let go of this part of
herself which was now dead. Marie carried her into the water to soothe her separation. As
Marie held her, Anna wiggled her toes for what felt like the first time. Her brow was
clenched, and she was screaming with the pain.
“You can do it,” Marie said, holding her hand.
Her ankles began to part. The skin between her ankles had become pale and grown
together, having spent years against the insides of the fish.
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She cried out as she peeled her knees apart, the fish began to slip, to loosen its grip
on Anna.
Anna was gasping, grasping Marie's hand. The air was filled with her sweat, with the
saltiness of the water, the rot of the fish, and the life coming back to her nether regions.
Anna spread her legs, and the fish slid down, into the water, a single intestine wrapped
around Anna's upper thigh. It was done. She had carried it all she could.

Yes, well, for Marie, the circus ended very suddenly. She was very pregnant and on
her small frame, it was definitely showing. The sequined bodice that she wore for her act
stretched and pulled. Her belly w asn't covered fully in sparkles anymore, as the fabric
showed through the sequins. Her hips and thighs seemed to grow ju st while you were
looking at her. As she climbed into the box during the show, she ached, squeezed into a
space too small for her now. Box stretched too far, bodice stretched too far, belly stretched
too far.
After the magician left, Marie kept on with the sawing in half trick. The remaining
Ekeneis brothers took turns sawing her. As the strongman began to saw her in half, the
crowd winced and looked away, nearly in unison.
“Watch! W atch!” He cried, but no one could stomach the sight of her pregnant belly
being sawed in half. Her unattached feet wiggled to prove to those who w eren't looking
that they were real. It was becoming more and more difficult to crawl into the box, to curl
up enough to fool folks into thinking that she spanned both boxes. And that night, it all
burst. The box, the bodice, the belly.
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The box was first and the crowd couldn't look away any longer. With a loud crack,
the size of her split the box open at the seams, splinters and secrets flying through the air,
exposing the trick. There was Marie, full body, her own feet and all, inside the box in fetal
position around the belly. It was clear suddenly that the feet wiggling on the other side of
the stage were not her feet at all, that half of her was not herself, or that there was a whole
other person who was also part of her, depending on ju st how you looked at it. In any case,
she was not what she had seemed and the crowd was madder than cut snakes.
One man stood up, “It's all an act! You're not real!” As the box burst and the illusion
was up, Marie exhaled which made her bodice burst, too. Sequins went everywhere, flying
little saucers around the room, hitting people in the face, pegging them in the arm, like tiny
sparkly UFOs come to attack humanity. People screamed and started to run. Marie was now
naked on stage and in all the commotion, her w ater broke, giving her a w et lower half. She
suddenly knew how Anna felt. In all the commotion, her belly burst and she screamed and
in that moment, a lion was born.
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Let me ju st try to be upfront about it. For months, maybe even more than a year, my
teenage boyfriend tried and tried to get me to have sex with him. This, of course, is not
surprising. That same year, my parents divorced and my grandparents moved away. My
cousin, who was two months younger than me got pregnant. My boyfriend's sister who was
ju st older than us got pregnant. My life was unstable and I was terrified of becoming a
pregnant teenager. It was happening all around me. And there was part of me who still held
on to the stories of St. Brigid and St. Thecla, believing that my worth as a person was wholly
seated in my virginity.
For a very long time, I said no, that I w asn't ready, didn't want to. But then for Easter
he gave me a ring, and a stuffed bunny rabbit. On the phone with him, I used the bunny to
masturbate. Clearly, I was horny. Clearly I wanted it. And with the ring, we were promising
to get married anyway. I had no excuses anymore, in his mind. I couldn't justify waiting
longer to him. It had been more than two years since we started dating, which in teenager
time is an eternity. An eighth of my life.
And so one day, he ju st stopped taking no for an answer.
I was wearing jeans. I rem em ber that for sure. And the rods that held up the top
mattress on his bunk bed. We were kissing, petting. This w asn't unusual.
Then he said, “I want to go down on you.” This was unusual.
Maybe I would like it?
He took off my jeans, my panties, but not all the way. I wanted to keep them on. I felt
like they were a safety blanket somehow, as if nothing bad could happen if all my clothes
were still technically on me. So, they were wrapped around my ankles. My legs could be
spread, but only like a butterfly or moth, not like an eagle.
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He spent a few minutes with his face buried in my crotch, but it didn't feel good. I lay
still at first, then I tried pulling my hips away a little. I started to feel worried. I could tell he
was not paying attention. I sat up.
“That's enough,” I said. And he agreed.
But then he moved on top of me.
“No, I..." I tried to squeeze my legs together, but his knees were already between
them. I could not kick. My feet were still bound by panties and jeans.
“Please don't.”
“I won't come.”
“Stop, please. Stop.” Stopstopstopstopstops
I tried to push him off me, to squirm away. How hard should you push back against
someone you love? Should you scream? Should you punch? If you fight back, will that be
repairable, or will you have ruined the relationship you thought would last a lifetime? If
you don't fight back, maybe it won't be rape. Maybe it'll ju st be uncomfortable. I didn't want
to fight him, didn't want to hit my boyfriend. I could only say stopstopstop and it didn't
work. My voice was ignored.
It was after he finished that he noticed me again.
“Why are you crying?” he asked.
And I . W hat was I supposed to say to this boy I loved?
“I'm ju st so happy,” and I put my clothes back on.
I feel sure that he has not thought about this moment in years. I relive it constantly.
Each time he pushes into me, the hurt between my legs spreads, moves in rivers up
to my chest, snakes around my heart and squeezes it. Each time I have had sex, no m atter
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how willingly or affectionately, I feel that squeeze, the constriction of smooth scales
tightening in my chest.
This scene happens again. And again. Often during the next three months. The fourth
time, or maybe the fifth, I stop trying to use my voice. I stop saying stop. Instead, I stare up,
let my mind float out of my body. I swim away and leave my lower half there. I sink into
being a mermaid. I disappear.
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And maybe for Thecla, it was the same as it was for me. Maybe it was less about the
draw of adventure and more about what drives you from home. Maybe she, like me, was
raped by a fiance and couldn't stay put anymore, needed to believe that she could escape it.
Because when she sat on that window sill, looking out into the world, her fiance saw
that she would not be content with the life that was planned for her, a life that she did not
choose. And so, he took her as his, thinking that he could break her and make her wife
against her will, as if that one deed would seal her fate.
But make no mistake, as Thecla sat like a moth in the web, on the threshold between
home and the world, this only pushed her over the edge. So when she heard the call from
Paul to leave family and home behind, the decision had already been made.
When Alexander came after her, she knew to fight back. But fighting back only put
her in front of lions.
And when she stood in front of the lions and the bears, when she was roped
between bulls, she had nothing to fear, because she had already seen worse. She stood still,
facing the animals and dared them, dared them to take pieces of her that would hurt more
than the pieces her fiance had stolen. And they knew they couldn't. And when she faced the
lioness, they were two beasts the same, with roaring souls and the lioness stood to protect
her own.
When the sharks circled, and the crocodiles bared their teeth, she ju st bared hers
back. Because what were they going to do, pull her further under?
Thecla was threatened again and again. Even at the end, when she was old and frail, they
tried to take her. But she w asn't swallowed by the land, like they say, she was a disappearer
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like Marie. So when the history's rewritten, Marie can wear Thecla's amulet around her
neck as she cuddles her lions and know those who came before her.
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The winds are starting to die down a little. The sea begins to recede so that the
remora let go a little of the island and look to us for support. They suck on our legs, our
sides. They pull me, not down, but deeper, helping to suck the labor out of me. They cling to
my skin and stretch it in all directions so that I widen, cannot contract into the smallness I
wish I was.
A bat moth crawls up my cheek, finding the island of my mouth and rests its head on
my lower lip.
My grandmother holds my hip, a rock I don't even know, and begins to read.
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Grandma Anna and Grandma Marie loved each other very much. They were two lost
girls in an unfamiliar land who had lost children of their own and parts of themselves. They
each found that, finally, the only place they could call home was Monighan's traveling
circus. Marie would help take care of Anna at night, not because it was part of her job but
ju st because she felt for the half-fish. It was a tedious job. The fish needed to be kept wet
and the girl needed to be kept warm. So that every other hour, Marie would wake to sponge
the fish and to make sure that Anna had enough blankets for her human half. In return,
Anna would sing Marie back to sleep until the next time the tarpon woke her by flapping
and jumping.
It was in a moment like this, a flopping fish moment, that they recognized
simultaneously that they understood each other better than anyone else could and they
needed to be part of one another. It had been so long since Anna had been touched,
grotesque and strange as she was, private bits eaten alive by a tarpon who would not let
her spread her legs. And it had been so long since Marie had touched, being the everpassive assistant to the circus's ministrations. And like that they found a rhythm in which
they both touched and could be touched.
Anna kissed Marie's forehead as Marie found Anna's nipples. Nipples that were cold
and exposed all the time, on display for leering crowds, found a warm home in Marie's
mouth. And Anna licked and soothed Marie's forehead full of thoughts and ideas that
swirled and bounced and never could be expressed because that's not the role of a
beautiful assistant no m atter how much more magical she really was. Soon they were
laying head-to-tail-to-head-to-sawed-off-feet in a curled circle of caresses and Anna
reached into Marie's magic box, pulling scarves of every color and doves and all the tricks
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of Marie's soul out into the ocean while Marie reached up through the skirts of the tarpon's
gills and reminded Anna that she was still a woman.
The lines between Anna and Marie and the tarpon swirled and blurred and there
were mouths and eyes and wetness and feet enough for everyone. This was the first time
Anna and Marie saw each other. Nearly a century later, I was born, distilled child of a
mermaid and a missing person.
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Again. I'm there again. Back in the bottom bunk. The room is full of afternoon light.
We've come home from school, so it's about 2 or 3 o'clock and there are no parents home.
Again, he is on top of me again. And again I cannot speak. I feel myself sinking into the
water as I leave my body. The bright Florida sunshine coming in the window gets refracted.
Because of the top bunk, we are in the shadows. I am slipping away in preparation. I know
what's coming.
But this time it's different. This time, we are not alone. This time, a hand grabs mine.
It is Anna. And my other hand is grabbed by Marie. Brigid and Thecla cradle my head.
Suvannamaccha and Queen Ana come, bringing my grandfather, my father, my stepfather,
you. All of the people in my life who have cared about me pull me up from the depths. They
do not let me disappear. Daniel and Mike and Poppy, even my uncles and old lovers are
there. Friends and teachers, bringing me back, standing between me and him. The women
of my family, my friends whisper from somewhere nearby that I am not alone, that I am not
the only one. This time, I have an army. This time, I stand, surrounded by stories, and I
know that this sixteen year old boy can't hurt me anymore.

Now that I am here, surrounded, I can cry out. I can scream.
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I look up at the sky while I scream.
I can feel that this must be the last push. I am open wider than I ever thought
possible, so wide that the sea and the hurricane are inside me, so wide that there is no
distinction between me and the bat moths, the sargassum, the lionfish, the sky.
I am being split in two and I wonder if I give this part of myself to the world, will I be
more whole, or less? Will I be birthing good or evil?
As I rip open, I fret about what is coming out of me. Lion. Fish. Bat. Moth. Mermaid.
Disappearer. I feel it swim out of me, watch as it flutters above. We all look up. But I am not
my great-great grandmothers. I give birth to what you hold in your hands.
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