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                                     Editor’s Preface 
 

 

“Listen,” our friend told us over a working lunch one day, “just buy the whole damn 

thing―don’t be such an asshole.” Good music was being missed as we moved 

toward the practice of buying single MP3s rather than albums. We had been 

listening to artists like Radical Face and Joe Purdy―music rooted in storytelling, but 

we were failing to fully appreciate their albums by piecemeal. You may have done 

this too, and if you’re anything like us, you’ll probably do it again.  

 

And not long after this, Multiple Children came into our reading queue. It was a 

collection of ten very short stories, which as a unit, created one whole piece. It 

wasn’t a collection that, however unceremoniously, we could be jerks and say, “hey, 

we really liked chapter one and three, but six is too unusual for us.” It wasn’t 

something where we could skip to chapter four and still understand what was going 

on, and we appreciated the effort that took. We liked that the strings were planted 

throughout the collection and required the reader to think about the small pieces in 

order to tie the larger concepts together.   

 

At its core, Multiple Children is a story about isolation from land and other people, 

and in the darkness that can come along with that, still striving toward common 

desires such as love, kinship, and understanding. And sometimes when we strive for 

the things we want the most, we feel lonelier and more muddled because our sense 

of alienation has cut too deep and too wide to connect.  

 

 Yours,  

 

The Editors  
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                The Saint Card 
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Minutes ago, this is what happened to me, as in a dream, in the city 

of Oakville:  

 

At lunchtime I punched out at the online ordering company where I 

worked and headed my usual way to a grocery store. I passed by a gas 

station, where a cop in sunglasses usually hides hunting for speeders, but 

today wasn’t present, so I decided to call the nanny for my four-year-old 

daughter. In an energetic, assertive conversation with her I emphasized 

that occasionally cars jump the curb and onto the sidewalk and run over 

the pedestrians, and that she must look both ways when exiting the front 

door with little Liz. 
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After I hung up, satisfied that the nanny was empathetic toward 

my multiple motherly warnings, I decided to swing by Beauty Supply and 

buy a discounted scrub with Dead Sea salts for my skin. With a plastic 

bag swinging in my right hand and giving me a feeling of freedom, I 

entered a New Age grocery store, tasted a sample, and noticed that the 

regular cook with gray bohemian hair wasn’t on duty and couldn’t ask 

why he sees me so often and never with any produce. 

Having tried a gentrified enchilada, I walked outside. It was the 

end of the week, and, inundated by rushing customers and finger-

numbing repetitive work, I was looking forward to the weekend. When I 

passed through a gas station, I saw a miniature picture next to a car with 

a pipe stuck in its stomach. The picture lay on the ground between two 

oil spots. 

Waiting until an extended cab pickup truck next to the laminated 

picture drove away, with its tanned tank-topped inhabitants with gold 

crosses, I picked up the picture, and put it into my pocket, afraid that its 

anonymous owner was going to claim my serendipitous find. A gas 

station attendant gave me a look. After waiting until a customer distracted 

him, I put the picture close to my eyes and read, “Santo Toribio Romo, 
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ruega por nosotros, un mártir.” Afraid to encounter the rightful owner, I 

hid it in my pocket again.  

Then I saw a dark car swerving toward me while making a turn.  

Every day I walked this very sidewalk and saw approaching cars, 

yet something was strange about this one, since instead of turning, it 

continued going straight.  

I had no time to get scared or process information. The dark-blue 

car jumped the curb and ended up only a couple of inches away from 

me on the sidewalk. Later, I realized that if I hadn’t stopped at the gas 

station and fumbled with the laminated martyr, I would have reached 

this place a few moments earlier and would have been hit by this car. 

 If I hadn’t bent down to lift Toribio Romo from earth, I would 

have been dead. 

A Volkswagen Bug stood on the pedestrian path.  

I noticed that it was brand new. The long-haired young woman 

inside was visibly shaken, and when I tried to go around the Bug, I heard 

her repeating, “I lost control, I lost control. I was driving and steering 

and then I don’t know what happened.” Touching the smooth laminated 

surface of the martyr, I decided to go back to work, but because of the 
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stunned faces around me (a crowd was gathering) I understood that the 

car on the sidewalk was not your typical thing. 

A man asked if I was okay, but I didn’t answer, afraid that because 

of my foreign accent he would have to ask me the same question again. I 

heard a hissing sound and saw that it was air coming out of the Bug’s 

right front wheel. It was bent and missing a hubcap.  

Tracing its fate and locating it two yards away lying lifeless, I 

realized that this was the exact place from which I had called the nyanya 

a half an hour earlier, when I was still on my way to the grocery store. It 

was the exact spot where, as though in a premonition, I mentioned cars 

jumping onto the sidewalk in my phone conversation with her. 

Two Indian males from the nearby bank (red badges were 

attached to their shirts) were encouraging the driver to go in reverse and 

leave the sidewalk. The long-haired driver replied that she couldn’t move 

because she was in shock and had lost control of the car. The men 

insisted, but the woman was frozen, afraid to raise her hands to the 

wheel.  

 I picked up the hubcap and noticed that my right hand had become 

dirty; now I had to wash the dirt off prior to touching the martyr. I 

placed the hubcap right next to the Bug and went back toward the 
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building where I worked. From afar, I noticed that the driver had exited 

the car and was walking toward the hubcap in her high heels. I came 

back to my cubicle and googled the name of Santo Toribio Romo.  

He was an attractive young man with dreamy eyes who was killed 

in the first part of the 20th century during a Mexican war. As a priest, he 

lived in a small parish and was still in bed when thugs burst into his room 

and aimed their guns at his heart.  

Toribio Romo was killed because of his faith and after 

canonization became a patron of immigrants.  
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To the Moon 
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A hasty Monday morning with hectic movements up and down the stairs 

in this three-bedroom, three-storied condo: the gathering of a maroon 

wallet―a gift from my Italian mother-in-law―a cell phone, a magnetic 

key from my work, and a comb. But the keys to my car and home are 

missing: just yesterday my four-year old daughter shook them 

triumphantly in front of me and my husband, and we removed them 

from her and placed them on a table. Today they are gone.  

 It’s 7:10 a.m. and if I don’t leave within a few minutes, I’ll be late for 

my phone shift at the online ordering company. I try to remember. After 

we took the keys from Liz, what happened next? She made us sit on a 

couch, tied two belts together and placed them over our knees, 

announcing that we were going to the Moon.  

 Tatiana, a huge striped plush toy with steely blue eyes named in 

honor of a Siberian tiger that had attacked an annoying zoo visitor, was 

with us. All four of us fit on the small couch, and after the cosmic ship 

reached the Moon, Liz, in a firefighter’s hard hat, proclaimed that we 
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had to drag out Tatiana. We promptly did, pulling her by the paws. Liz 

was very excited, since Tatiana was able to see the beautiful Moon. After 

a short stop, we pulled her out of space and seated her back on the 

couch to rest after an excruciating assignment. None of this, however, 

involved handling my keys. 

 It was 7:16 a.m. and, anticipating traffic, I was afraid I would not 

make it today for my phone shift. Right at this moment the phone rang; 

it was a frantic long-distance call from my mother-in-law. Reluctant to 

wake up my husband, who was exhausted by the daily activities of his 

flower shop, I spoke to her using English and Italian words, and tried to 

sound compassionate. My father-in-law was quite sick. Not only did he 

barely remember that he had a son in America, but he had forgotten the 

names of his brothers (he had six of them, all living in the Calabria 

region) and didn’t know his own age. 

 “Today he flew to the Moon,” said my mother-in-law. “This is all 

he remembers…our cleaning lady’s name is Vittoria, and today he told 

me that he was going to take Vittoria with him to the Moon. You know, 

in the sixties, when your Soviet sputnik flew there, your father-in-law 

went to several kiosks and bought up a hundred newspapers with the 
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announcement, because he thought of it as a groundbreaking event. Now 

he is flying himself.”  

 There was something eerie, I thought, in this overlapping of my 

daughter’s Moon to which we all flew and her grandfather’s Moon where 

he went with the cleaning lady Vittoria, but it was 7:25 a.m. and I was 

late. My husband woke up and approached me, realizing that I was 

talking to his mother in Italy, attempted to grab the receiver, but I had 

already hung up. I questioned him about where my keys were, but he got 

so upset about his father’s condition that he started shouting, telling me 

that I should not blame him for constantly losing my things. He said that 

today there was a big funeral, that he had to prepare a large order and 

that he was in a hurry himself and not able to find my damn keys. 

 Saying this, several times he repeated the name of the deceased, each 

time changing a vowel, “Shavella, Shevella, Shovella,” and I asked him to 

show respect for the dead. In response to this he shouted that he had the 

fucking funeral to make flowers for, and I was distracting him with this 

search for my damn keys. He added that if I woke up our daughter, she 

would start jumping around, preventing him from making a perfect 

funeral wreath.  
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The time was now 7:36 a.m., and I envisioned my supervisor 

clocking me and assigning others to ask, “Which product from the 

catalog are you interested in?” But at least I could make it to the 

following hourly phone shift.  

 I raced up to the third floor and touched my daughter’s shoulder, 

“Wake up!” She slept soundly, with a blanket falling over the side of the 

bed. Once she awoke, she rubbed her eyes and said that she had played 

“hide-and-seek” with my keys and they were in the garage. When 

together we walked to the garage filled with dry flowers, baskets, toy 

bears, and funeral wreaths, she said that she had gotten confused. Then 

she whispered that instead of the garage she actually meant the laundry 

room. It was 7:40 a.m.  

We went to the second floor, my husband was mad and late for 

the funeral, I was mad and late for my shift, but our daughter composed 

and calm. She led us to a blue bucket beneath the lowest shelf in the 

laundry room, and after retrieving my keys, I sent her back to her bed. I 

followed her to the third floor to make sure she went under the blanket, 

and my husband shouted that he was awfully late for “Shavella, Shevella, 

Shovella,” and I shouted back to him that he had no regard for the 

deceased.  
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Later he called me at work to apologize and reported that the 

funeral had been postponed.  

“For how long?” I asked, surprised, and he answered, “For an 

indefinite time.” 

 “It’s so sweet! Your daughter hid your keys to keep you from going 

to work. She wanted to spend more time with you, to postpone this 

separation,” commented my boss, smiling. 

 I imagined that the parents wanted to spend more time with the 41-

year-old Shavella Jerome―keep her with them for a little longer, even 

though they couldn’t talk; hold her hand silently; kiss her cold forehead; 

cry over her life that ended so early in a drunken fight with her 

boyfriend; postpone her trip to a faraway Moon. 
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    Camera in the Shower 
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He is barely two years old; his mother is twenty-seven, in jail.  

In a daycare in the Mission District in San Francisco, Willy eats 

meatballs, which his nanny calls ezhiki―little hedgehogs in Russian. He 

is dark-skinned and very composed. A diaper shows from under his 

pants, and a amber necklace from under his freshly laundered checkered 

shirt. He already walks steadily and is drawn mostly to men, not having 

seen his mother for months and being apprehensive of women.  

His mother eats plain white beans for breakfast, a white bean burrito 

for dinner, a white bean mish-mash for supper before going to sleep in 

her cell. The connection between her and Willy is sporadic. From the 

detention center, she can only call collect but her mobile phone operator 

blocks collect calls. When she reaches her son using a borrowed phone, 

the signal is weak.  
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Willy’s father comes to the daycare and mentions that Willy’s 

mom, an Italian medical student, is being detained in Southern 

California. Every time she flew from Rome to Frisco, she was sent back, 

for lack of legal status in the U.S. This time she missed Willy so much 

that she crossed the border illegally and was caught. The guards didn’t 

even look at the toddler’s snapshots she kept in her purse. 

Willy eats carefully, his nanny reports, and he is making progress. 

He knows how to hold a fork and a spoon. After finishing the ezhiki, the 

two-year-old washes his hands with liquid hand soap. His father, who 

works as a chef in an Italian restaurant and at night designs websites for 

social change to pay for childcare, complains to the nanny that in the 

detention center the guards are rude to inmates. “And there are no video 

cameras in the male showers!” he exclaims with a surprise, “only in the 

women’s. This is disgusting,” he adds. 

Willy’s nanny reports that today Willy was especially well behaved 

on the playground. When she asked him to pick up his toys, he obliged 

right away and went to the sandbox. There, he saw that a little girl had 

appropriated his yellow spade. She came to the playground with her 

mother, who used to bring a guitar and sing: “You are my sunshine” to 

all the kids willing to listen. Willy not only waited for the girl to finish her 
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playing, but he placed his toys in a bag and carried them all the way 

home and up the stairs, without complaint. 

Willy starts wailing at night.  
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   Across the Stage 
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During the other performances, she could not sit still in her chair and 

would walk back and forth between the rows, sometimes disappearing 

from view when crouching on the floor and apparently plucking the 

wooden planks or pulling the carpet. Or she would walk up to a young 

girl distracted by a cookie her mother was offering, and move the girl’s 

head toward the stage with the words, “Watch! You have to watch! Don’t 

eat!” If somebody tried to approach her, she would run away hissing and 

shouting like a disturbed little puppy, and the actors on the stage would 

shake nervously but would continue their performance.  
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She came to the performance smartly dressed in color-

coordinated outfits: pink embroidery on the pocket of a crocheted jacket 

that matched the ornaments on her white fitted pants. Her eyes were a 

deep brown, but when she would stare at you, you would see that they 

had a strange grayish shade. Aside from her wild behavior in the theater, 

she was a sweet girl of three and a half years. 

 We, her parents, prepared her well for the next performance, Peter 

Pan.  Shamed by other parents that our only offspring was walking 

around during the play disturbing the actors, we purchased a book and a 

CD, and took turns with little “Miss L” (that’s how she asked us to call 

her), explaining to her what was going on and how interesting this 

particular piece of literature was. Having entered the U.S. from two 

different European countries and meeting in the Silicon Valley, we had 

never heard about Peter Pan. Moreover, while reading it to our 

daughter, we never understood what it meant. We only tried to interest 

her in the action, so that she could develop at a speed appropriate to her 

age.  

We reminded her to be extra attentive and listen to every word said 

on the stage. We approached the theater building, walking across the 

parking lot with our “Miss L,” her legs bent and suspended in the air 



 

Unmanned Press | Multiple Children | Margarita Meklina 

 

23 

between her European parents. I held her left hand and her father, her 

right. 

Dragging “Miss L” to the theater, we told her that she should 

watch this play about the orphans who didn’t want to grow old, and that 

we would be so proud of her if she sat still throughout the performance.  

* * * 

But if given another chance to relive this moment, we probably 

would have thought twice about preparing her for something which 

would take place only ten or fifteen minutes later, when she would be 

sitting in the first row, well-composed and ready to absorb whatever 

would be presented to her, and the other children, who were pushing 

each other off the chairs and onto the carpeted floor. She stood out 

among them, in her festive clothes, sitting perfectly still, as though in 

preparation for something big.  

Only now do we understand what a big role we had really played. 

And if we hadn’t taken such pains to show her those videos numerous 

times prior to taking her to the theater, would have she acted differently? 

This is the question we still ask ourselves. 

 

* * * 
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She sits in the first row. She is wearing cream khaki pants and a 

white striped shirt that we acquired during our last trip to Italy. She loved 

her grandparents, and the grass in front of their summer home in 

Montalcino, so much that when we returned, we would often find her in 

her room packing her backpack with Legos and other toys. When we 

asked her to explain what she was doing, she would say that she had 

enough of the U.S. and was ready to return to Italy. We could never 

understand why she wanted to go abroad, since we never expressed our 

disappointment in the U.S.  

So she sits in the first row and we sit on the right, with the other 

parents, those vanilla-white professors and systems analysts who 

immediately recognized us—the immigrants speaking in two different 

accents, and inquired, in their voices of steel and self-righteousness, 

whether we think that our daughter will be well-behaved during Peter 

Pan. It was a group of theater aficionados who always attended these 

performances with their kids. 

 And for the first twenty-five minutes of the play she sits still, while we 

proudly watch her from afar. We see how frightened she is when two 

actors, one in the costume of a pirate and another in the torn costume of 
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a poor boy, jump into the audience and start fighting with their wooden 

swords next to her; she hides her head and covers her eyes, and we are 

almost ready to run toward her to shake off her fears.  

Just minutes later a character named Peter Pan appears again on 

stage in a green leotard and a funny, long hat similar to those that clowns 

wear in Europe. He looks so earnest that we are completely mesmerized 

when we hear him exclaiming, “Come! Come with me to Neverland!” 

We are totally enraptured by his words and wait in awe for his followers 

to run after him.  

However, once he utters these words and waves his hand as 

though inviting others to join him, we see somebody small, in cream-

colored clothes, climbing purposefully up onto the stage, crossing it and 

disappearing, after Peter Pan, into Neverland. With half the audience 

surprised and trying to figure out whether this is part of the planned 

action, and the other half laughing in crazy spasms and almost falling to 

the floor, we realize that it is our dear “Miss L.”  

She isn’t sitting anymore in the first row―her seat is empty and 

none of the other children, who were fighting and shouting right before 

the performance, follow her. She disappears into a cutout in the wall, 



 

Unmanned Press | Multiple Children | Margarita Meklina 

 

26 

which apparently leads backstage, but we don’t know whom to ask for an 

explanation.  

She has jumped after Peter Pan to Neverland, and we are not 

familiar with this theater and its rules, so we are shy and hesitant to ask 

anybody for help because of our accents, and instead sit frozen in our 

seats. The next act has already started, the lights have gone down and the 

show has started again, and with the seat in the first row without its 

expected occupant, with our hearts beating in panic, with our palms 

sweating, with other parents looking at us with strange sympathy or 

suspicion, we still sit motionless in our seats not knowing how to react or 

how to retrieve our daughter from Neverland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Unmanned Press | Multiple Children | Margarita Meklina 

 

27 

 

 

 

                                                       5 

Boxes from Joseph Cornell 
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An old man reclined in a large folding chair, with drawers and boxes piled 

up at his feet. The scene resembled a lonely garage sale with goods spread 

right on the edge of the grass and no buyers in sight. The man’s big head 

gave him a philosopher’s look, and his deeply wrinkled forehead seemed 

monumental. Yet his thin neck and the white shirt with an open collar 

made him look boyish.  

 Protected from the sun by the shade of unkempt trees, he’d sit in 

front of his home for hours digging for something in boxes. Breaking for 

a moment, he’d grab miniature scissors and, with clumsy movements, 

would make perfect cutouts from magazines. For lunch, he would slowly 

yet steadily rise from his chair, straighten his back and go inside to the 

kitchen, where he’d put his hand into a big cookie jar and get 

mismatched lollipops.  
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Returning to the shade of a maple tree with pockets full of sweets, 

he’d carry a sketchbook, in which he would draw and paste several 

cutouts. Then he’d sort miscellaneous objects in the boxes in front of his 

feet. 

 Suddenly a girl appeared on Utopia Parkway where he lived. She 

wore a short uniform skirt and her thick legs in scratched light-blue 

sandals were bruised in a sporty way; she was not chubby but sturdy and 

walked assuredly toward the old man. She was only eight; two teeth were 

missing. 

With caution, she eyed a large box she carried under her arm, as 

though watching over its inhabitants to prevent them from running away 

prematurely and scattering on the narrow road. Being a yard tall, the box 

made her bend to the side to balance its weight. She struggled not to 

drop it to the ground and was visibly tried to keep an “as usual” 

demeanor. 

The box contained a starfish, several marbles, a whistle, and a 

picture of a large cockatoo that was apparently trying to punch with his 

beak a little figurine of an ice skater standing next to him on a shelf. The 

girl was breathless when placing the box in front of the old man: 

“I brought it back!” 
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“Something’s wrong with it?” the old man asked and put his head 

to one side as if he were a bird. He didn’t scorn her but attempted to 

comprehend what had happened. What was the reason for rejecting his 

work? He didn’t look at the girl but peered inside the box inspecting it 

and checking whether everything was in its place. He had the look of a 

weathered handy man rather than of a sensitive artist. 

“I played with it and that’s it!” the girl exclaimed. “And then I got 

bored with it, and I’d like to play with another. Can you give me 

something totally unlike this?” 

The old man picked up the box from the grass and carried it 

inside; this was a work of art that would sell for half a million dollars at 

Sotheby’s.  

He came back with another box, made of wood, but with a deep 

red, velvet lining. Inside there were silver stars, a ballerina’s tutu, ballet 

shoes and delicate china. The girl looked with suspicion, rubbed her 

watery-blue eyes and smeared dirt on her nose. After she peered inside a 

glass door and saw the ballerina tutus in speckles of light and a starry 

blue sky, she put the box under her armpit. “Okay, this looks nice!” 

Without bidding farewell, she disappeared at the end of Utopian 

Parkway, and the old man unwrapped a brightly colored lollipop, 
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chewed it with a faint smile, and continued picking things from a box 

filled with plastic dolls’ heads, legs, and torsos.    

Joseph Cornell’s boxes recall romantic nights spent in tacky 

motels, theater performances with distant worshipping of mysterious 

unapproachable ballerinas, cosmic scenes with hope for the existing 

eternity recreated with materials from thrift stores, arcades recreated with 

papier-mâché. I first saw a Joseph Cornell piece in the Peggy 

Guggenheim Museum in Venice, and forever remembered a long-haired 

doll, not a child, but an invocation of a strange silent creature. Two or 

three years later, recognizing the illustrations in an art catalog, I 

remembered an otherworldly doll in a see-through box and finally 

associated it with the famous American surrealist. 

He was lonely, lonely, lonely. 

He was the only painter who cared about young kids.  

A Fine Arts student once showed me her scrapbook with a 

newspaper photograph of an old man with a large face. He bent down 

when talking to little kids who came to the library to see his collages and 

boxes. He carefully guided them toward his exhibition.  

The show, which he organized only for children, took place on 

June 15, 1972, on my birthday, and only half a year before Cornell’s 
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death. He made sure the artworks hung at the height of a child. He 

talked to curators and asked them to remove the usual rope separating 

viewers from the art. He allowed his masterpieces to be touched by little 

hands. He also served soft drinks and cookies to his little distinguished 

visitors. 

I look inside his boxes: there are stars and hearts, marbles and 

pebbles, bubbles and balls. When I go to thrift stores to touch things to 

give tactile friends to my lonely hands, I see similar things: it’s as though 

Joseph Cornell took somebody’s memories from childhood and encased 

them into a box. Palm-sized dolls and beautiful buttons, cutouts of 

princely actors and actresses, old advertisements with fridges and cars 

and photos from time periods long gone. Those things bring some 

people back to their childhood where milestones were cherished objects.  

In my country of birth, not only were the smell of grass and the 

postures of birch trees totally different (here, birch trees are stocky and 

stooped), but also the things we liked to play with. Cornell has no 

translucent red stars with the face of a curly leader we wore from the first 

to the third grade, or round, metal containers of shoe polish we used to 

push on the asphalt when jumping on one leg through squares drawn by 

chalk. I cannot find in his boxes those reflective sunglasses my parents 
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brought from their Sochi vacation, or the collection of pins depicting 

Russian battleships with dream names, left after my aunt died in 

Khabarovsk in the Far East.  

But his boxes remind me that in childhood we all had our favorite 

things which are now lurking somewhere in memory and can be brought 

up to the surface by art.  

Cornell only removed an invisible rope and let us get closer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Unmanned Press | Multiple Children | Margarita Meklina 

 

34 

 

6 

Mrs. Frost  
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When Liz’s nyanya invited us for an improvised tea ceremony at her 

small apartment in the Mission District, favored by Mexican immigrants, 

one of the kids handed her a plastic doll in a white dress and with long 

silver hair, which reminded her of her youth.  

 “ I have tried so many professions in Russia. I sang in a church and 

had to hide this from other Komsomol members. Then I applied to be a 

mailwoman and had to lift heavy bags with newspapers. This was right 

during the Perestroika, and publications were uncensored and a real 

pleasure to read, so I was saving some for myself and then would deliver 

them later. Third, I was a Snow Maid.” 

 “What?” asked Willy’s father, a slender man, who looked 

“alternative” with his long hair, skateboarding shoes and a loose jersey 

torn on the sleeve. 

 “Snow Maid is a snegurochka…” the nyanya stumbled, searching for 

an appropriate English word and then happily finding it, “It’s a spouse of 

Father Frost!” 
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 “What? What?” Willy’s father still could not understand and 

addressed his two-year-old son touching his knee, “Wait, Willy, I’m 

talking right now, be patient.” 

 “She is also called Missis Claus,” the nyanya responded, this time 

more self-assured, as though finding the appropriate English term for 

snegurochka was enough to explain her multi-faceted life in the former 

Soviet Union. 

 “If you are interested, I can tell you,” said the nyanya and poured 

more tea into her visitors’ large cups. “As an official Snow Maid, my 

mission was to deliver candies and toys. And since we delivered to all 

kinds of kids, and sometimes had to go to bad areas and climb dark 

stairs with broken lamps and piss on the floor and no electricity, I was 

happy that Father Frost accompanied me. Yet, he caused problems!” 

 “Oh yes, he did!” the nynya’s husband added; he had no shoes, dark 

circles under his eyes, a scratched chin, and he had just come to the 

kitchen from another room where he had slept after his night shift as a 

security guard. “I was a military officer at the time, but my wife earned 

more than me during her trips! These jobs were quite lucrative, because 

Snow Maid and Father Frost would get gifts from the parents, like an 

overflow of candies and wine.” 
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 The nyanya continued: “Yes, I would bring home bags and bags of 

chocolates when there were better times and would treat my parents and 

brothers with them. But when the bad economy struck, things became 

drastically different. Sometimes I would go to a store and buy the 

cheapest candies in bulk, so that children seeing me on the street walking 

through piles of snow in my uncomfortable Snow Maid suit wouldn’t 

become angry and haunt me for not making them happy. They would 

surround me and pull my sleeves and look into my eyes, these totally 

hungry kids with only bread and sour cream available in our 

supermarkets.   Those were children from the working class families 

whose parents were not only too poor to arrange a Snow Maid visit, but 

simply didn’t care about their children and drank vodka instead of 

spending time with their offspring…” 

 “They were called latch kids!” the husband added, seating himself on 

a small child’s wooden chair and burying his head in his hands. 

 “So I would go with my bags of bulk candies and with Father Frost 

on my arm, through these freezing cold Saint Petersburg streets, feeling 

as if my fingers were becoming ten icicles, and enter apartments. 

Everywhere were kids who expected more than their parents prepared 

for them. I would give them a toy car and they would say they wanted a 
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gun; I would give them a stuffed rabbit and they would say they wanted a 

lotto game. On top of it, there would be a line of bottles of a different 

kind on a table…” 

 “Yes, spirits!” the nyanya’s husband raised his head, made a gesture 

at his neck as though snapping it with his fingers, and opened a little bar 

stocked with cognac and Stolichnaya. 

Then he continued, “She would go with Father Frost and after a 

couple of visits like this Father Frost would get completely drunk” – the 

nyanya’s husband again snapped his fingers at his neck. “And then, not 

only she would have to carry bags with toys for children, but also help 

Father Frost to walk from one block to another, from one stair case to 

the next, in his huge red suit and felt boots. And his beard would get 

unfastened quite often, especially when he would drink! It’s not easy to 

drink with a fake beard!” 

 “That’s right,” the nyanya said, “and soon Father Frost would not be 

able to walk. Then I would call the company I worked for and they 

would give me a fresh Father Frost, the one who hadn’t a chance to 

drink yet. And I would continue walking with him in the dark snowy 

streets delivering gifts.” 
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 “And this fresh Father Frost,” nyanya’s husband added, pouring 

some vodka into an empty teacup, “would get drunk too, since on each 

visit he would be offered vodka and spirits.”  

Again, the husband made the familiar gesture at his neck snapping 

his fingers. “You see,” he continued, “in Russia it’s considered impolite 

to decline. You would disrespect them if you would say that you don’t 

want to join the celebration. And so this fresh Father Frost would get 

drunk after four or five visits, but they would continue going to dingy 

apartments until they would give out all their gifts. With each time, 

Father Frost’s nose would get redder and redder and soon he would not 

be able to move his felt boots… he would call a taxi and get a ride 

home.” 

 “And I would continue with the third Father Frost!” the nyanya 

exclaimed. 

 Sensing that the story was finished, the husband poured more cognac 

into a teacup and then found a flute glass in a cupboard and asked 

Willy’s father, “Would you like some?” 

 “That’s a good one!” Willy’s father murmured and answered, “Yes.” 
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Among the sounds of kids playing, cups clanking, and the nyanya’s 

whistling teapot on the stove (which harmonized with a toy microwave 

emitting its final beep after Willy placed a toy bowl inside), a bell rang. At 

first nobody heard it, but it rang again, and the nyanya’s husband, in his 

bare feet, in several big jumps, like a leopard, covered the distance down 

the corridor and pressed a button on a scratched wall, managing to open a 

malfunctioning gate in front of the entrance.  

Several futile buzzes later, after fumbling and fussing at the bottom 

of the stairs, a frumpy woman in a flowery dress finally entered the 

daycare. She looked like an English teacher and in fact she was one.  
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In homey sweatpants and a rusty-colored ribbed tee, marred by 

wool fuzz, Nyanya (moments earlier she was trying to get a ball from 

under the couch and laid down on the fuzzy carpet) walked toward the 

newcomer, with a smile. But the woman suddenly stumbled on a plastic 

castle and collapsed on the floor. Nyanya’s husband, accustomed to 

various little tasks around the house and not surprised anymore either by 

emptying a diaper pail or finishing up the bread crusts despised by the 

kids, rushed to pick her up and sat her on a chair.  

She kept sliding back down onto the floor, and it became evident 

that the reason for the fall was not the plastic castle but a deep-seated 

problem within. Something was tearing this woman apart. 

 “Are you alright? What happened to you?” asked nyanya in her 

kindest voice, usually reserved for children’s bruises and crying (in the 

former Soviet Union, nyanya was trained as a professional vocalist and 

mastered her voice’s modulations), but the woman sat silently now. 

 “Her two children are going to attend my daycare in winter,” 

announced nyanya to us. “They are very small and can’t even sit up but 

in winter they should be ok.” 

 “Not anymore!” whispered the frumpy woman, who was staring 

straight ahead, then looked around and saw cognac on the table. “I’m 
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going to start drinking again; I became totally sober waiting for them, and 

now they are both gone!” 

 Nyanya’s face became tragic like in a Greek theater, and wrinkles 

showed on her forehead. It was obvious that she was empathetic.  

 The frumpy woman poured some cognac into a yellow teacup that 

still had drops of strong black “Nikolai” Russian tea, but didn’t drink. 

Rather she set it aside. “No, I shouldn’t do this. My father died an 

alcoholic, and I should stop doing this to myself.” 

 “Her father was a professor of political science,” said nyanya 

proudly, as though showing that her daycare had only distinguished 

clients. “And her brother, when he was an intern, interviewed one of the 

vice-presidents.” 

 Willy’s father was trying to find the best moment to leave and finally 

thought it had come. He stood up, looked at his pants covered with 

bread crumbs, hesitated to wipe them away onto the clean floor of a 

daycare, said goodbye to everybody and hastily left with his son.  

Trying to keep everything light, nyanya introduced the frumpy 

woman to us, “This is Miss N., and she was planning to use my 

professional services.” 
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 I look straight into the woman’s eyes and see the scene from fifteen 

years earlier: we are sitting on her bed, late at night, the lights are off, and 

we hear only murmurs of music pouring from her old CD player. The 

dark night covers us both, and only the green lights of the player and red 

digits of an electronic alarm accentuate our silence. Suddenly she asks 

what I had feared: if I can phone my work, take half a day off, and spend 

the whole morning with her.   

Then, I was hesitant to say “no” to her.  

Now, I was not prepared to confront ghosts from the faraway past. 

In front of me, with her crystal clear blue eyes and straight blond 

hair, with the same patchy redness on her cheeks—which made her 

always look slightly drunk, since that’s how her skin reacted to sun—sat 

my former lover, Kathryn.  

 My husband was here and he knew nothing about my previous life 

and the women. In my daughter’s mind, I only was in love with her papa.  

Excusing myself, I left the daycare in haste, pulling my family with 

me.  

At home, as soon as they went to the bedroom, I turned on my 

laptop and immediately found her blog. 
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* * * 

  

“I am forty-three years old and a lesbian. After several 

miscarriages, I decided to find a surrogate mother, to finally realize my 

desire to become a Mom. When I posted my ad on a local infertility 

forum, I received an e-mail from Lakeesha, who wrote that she would 

love to help people like me.  

After legal and other arrangements were made, I started helping 

Lakeesha with vitamins, advice on marital problems, and money. Several 

months later, a doctor confirmed she was pregnant with twins. Lakeesha 

already had another child with a husband who was employed by the 

MUNI, and, in my mind, there was not even one doubt that something 

would go so wrong. 

The closer the delivery date, the more jubilant I became.  

Dives and one-night stands were forgotten. Instead of six packs, 

my girlfriends would drop by with a crocheted blanket. At work, 

everybody was already informed and rooting for me. A card signed by 

my pupils and teachers was displayed on my table. Identical matching car 

seats had been bought and clothes for preemies prepared; I also decided 

on the twins’ names. When on May 1st Lakeesha and I went to the 
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hospital, I felt nervous yet exhilarated: from this day my life as a Mom 

would start.  

 When we came to the hospital and Lakeesha checked in and was 

scheduled for delivery that day, a midwife informed me that the 

Cesarean section would take twenty-four hours. I had to leave for a few 

moments to buy some produce. In a grocery store, I picked up a small 

lunch for myself and a large organic salad and frozen fruit bars for 

Lakeesha, as I prepared to spend the whole night at the delivery room. I 

called her husband and informed him of this great news. However, when 

I came back to the hospital with my grocery bags, Lakeesha was gone.  

Surprised hospital staff hugged me and explained that she’d 

disappeared.  

All calls to her place went unanswered; the next day, when I 

visited the apartment she had told me she rented, a stranger answered 

the door and said that she had never heard of anybody named 

“Lakeesha.” When I bitterly said that “somebody named Lakeesha” had 

disappeared with my children Gerda and Kai, this woman suggested 

contacting the police to arrange an Amber alert to locate the missing 

children. But the missing children had not yet even been born! 
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 Suddenly Lakeesha replied to my e-mail and said that the delivery 

had been postponed. She explained that it was rescheduled in a different 

hospital. Gathering all my car seats and matching blankets, I rushed to 

this different hospital on the other side of the town, only to be 

confronted by hospital staff informing me that they “had never heard 

such a strange name.”  

 Then the next e-mail came where Lakeesha reported that she had 

gotten scared of the C-section and that she needed some emotional 

support at this point. Also, she said, her husband’s union had finally 

authorized the MUNI strike and this strained her marriage and made 

her have pain in the lower back. I told Lakeesha that everything would 

be fine and asked how my children Kai and Gerda were doing. Lakeesha 

said nothing and instead gave me the address of yet another hospital 

where she was finally going to deliver my kids.  

Yet when I arrived there, the same story was repeated: nobody 

knew about her there. E-mails stopped arriving. The MUNI driver, her 

husband, was missing, too, together with his voice on their home’s 

answering machine. Strangely enough, the MUNI strike indeed took 

place in our city and finally ended with MUNI employees getting a raise. 

Still, at every place I would call or come, I was met with silence. No 
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matter how hard I tried to locate the surrogate mother, she and my 

unborn twins were not to be found. 

 And what can I do now with all the things that I have arranged for 

these kids? Have any of you seen Lakeesha? Please e-mail me ASAP 

with any advice. I don’t want to press any charges, but I just want to hug 

my dearest kids. If you see them somewhere, just tell them that I have 

arranged a beautiful room with blue and pink colored bassinets for them. 

I had already secured a place in a daycare for them with a Russian nanny 

so that they could speak several languages right from their birth. I bought 

rattles and play mats for my children and allocated a place in my heart 

them, only to be left alone with ghosts. 

When a day passes, filled with routine walks, grading papers, and 

giving lectures to immigrant Laotian and Nigerian students whom I 

prepare for life in the U.S.; when I come back home and pick up a 

chilled bottle of wine; when I sit in a café stroking my pug whom I 

named “Tubby”; when I go to bed totally empty at night and feeling 

alone, my unborn children Gerda and Kai are always with me.”  
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On the Carousel 

                            
 

                                      
 

 

 

 

 



 

Unmanned Press | Multiple Children | Margarita Meklina 

 

50 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elizabeth’s mother sat in a large red metal bear that looked like a gigantic 

cookie jar rather than a spinning and swindling device, and tried not to look 

at her daughter and husband. The 4-year-old daughter and 44-year-old 

husband were turning a crude metal table, which looked like a disk, in front 

of them to the right, and Elizabeth’s mother knew that the bear was going to 

spin to the left. Elizabeth’s daughter and father would continue to turn the 

metal disk in front of them to the right, and the bear would spin to the left, 

or at least this is what it seemed to be doing, but it was completing its tasks 

in such a violent manner that Elizabeth’s mother could only grasp the metal 

disk with her cold sticky fingers and try to keep herself calm.  

The bear guided by her daughter and husband was outdoing itself. 

The attendant apparently forgot to push the stop button and the torture 
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continued for another five minutes. Elizabeth’s mother always hated 

amusement devices and composed herself so as not to throw up. With 

this constant spinning and outside noise, she lost feeling of direction and 

time. She only came into these red metal innards to make her daughter 

happy. 

 The bear’s innards were so dark that Elizabeth’s mother could not 

see their faces, but she clearly heard loud laughter and joyous screams. 

With a cold forehead and the feeling that the universe itself was making 

her nauseated, Elizabeth’s mother was resisting a desire to vomit and 

could not force herself to utter some words so that her family members 

would stop spinning the metal disk: this would have prevented the bear 

from jerking so violently.  

Her husband and her daughter had already asked her already five 

times if she was ok, but she could not bring herself to even say a word. 

They asked again, “Mama, are you okay?” and even though she was not 

okay, she didn’t answer. Like the bear itself, she turned into one big 

space filled with shaky organs all stuck together. The disk was turning to 

the left and the bear was spinning to the right now, and inside Elizabeth’s 

mother everything went up and almost broke the surface, but she 
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thought that it would be embarrassing to relieve her misery like this in 

front of other parents with their joyous kids.  

When Elizabeth’s mother was a child herself, she always vomited 

when a taxi was hired to take the whole family to their St. Petersburg 

suburb’s dacha. Once she vomited in a trolley full of people, right onto 

her dressy wool pants, and she was embarrassed when passengers started 

asking each other: “Where does this awful smell come from?” She was 

eight-years old then and was going to a Soviet play about the Revolution, 

where a woman commissar was raped by a sailor and then thrown 

overboard during a revolt on the ship.  

Now her nauseated, feverish state was becoming unbearable. 

Deep in her heart, she knew that the red metal bear would never 

stop and would continue shaking and rolling in the dark, surrounded 

only by a few lights and the bright happiness on children’s faces.  

 Elizabeth’s mother thought that here, in this amusement park, near a 

freeway exit, in this park filled with its low-income inhabitants who 

exhibited a special love for cheap thrills, a child could be easily lost and 

nobody would pay any attention.  

Just before entering the bear, Elizabeth’s mother had watched her 

daughter riding in it again and again, relentlessly standing in line and 
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then, as soon as the agent would open a gate, running to the red bear, 

always choosing him over other blue and yellow metal counterparts, and 

asking her parents to join her. Watching her from outside the gate, 

Elizabeth’s mother fought an evil desire to disappear and leave her 

daughter here, inside the bear’s metal innards, with her happy smile 

going in circles forever.  

Elizabeth’s parents would leave the park and go somewhere to 

relax and drink a beer after a hard week of work, and the daughter 

would spin with the other kids, not realizing that her parents were gone. 

Mad at the whole world for bringing her here, Elizabeth’s mother was 

envisioning, with a vengeance, her daughter’s face when she would 

realizes how stupid she was focusing only on the spinning red bear and 

failing to notice that her parents were no longer with her. 

Elizabeth’s mother started envisioning other children riding in the 

metal bears without their parents forever, and suddenly the whole 

amusement park seemed to be full of these “orphaned” children 

oblivious of their parents’ suffering and only minding their giggles and 

the mindless metallic spinning of hollow giants. Forcing herself to lift her 

head (now, after finally exiting the bear, she was sitting on the ground, 

with a strong desire to lie down right here, to prevent the earth from 
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descending on her), Elizabeth’s mother saw her spinning in the bear 

again, and this constant spinning translated, in her mind, into eternity.  

With a sudden burst of anger Elizabeth’s mother thought that she 

could easily leave now, and her daughter would not notice her 

disappearance. When her daughter and husband finally disembarked 

from the large red bear, and the daughter asked her mother’s permission 

to ride the bear again, Elizabeth’s mother slowly slouched down on the 

dark dirty ground and closed her eyes. Then she did a slight gesture with 

her right hand, “Go! Go! You’re killing me!” and swore in Russian.  

Not hearing her, the daughter happily ran toward the bear 

together with her papa. Elizabeth’s mother finally vomited. 

 In the late evening, after a month of protracted and sweaty attempts 

to conceive, her period came.  
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Carlsbad Caverns 
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Two tall, large people with unidentifiable accents, dressed in red and blue 

Adidas t-shirts, as though members of opposing teams, were doing 

something to a small child who screamed in impeccable English that she 

was afraid. 

 Passersby in energetic sports pants and with flashlights, who cared 

enough to get a short glimpse of what was going on, noticed that these 

people had placed their hands on the child’s head and were pushing it 

down as though handling a ball on a basketball court. The ball was 

resisting and was getting out of the basket. 

 Concentrating on this increasingly difficult task (the screams of the 

child were getting more shrill with each push), the two tall, large people 

with two different accents kept up a short commentary on the event to 

each other, continuing to speak in two different languages. It seemed that 
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they were able to understand each other’s frustration perfectly, even 

without choosing adequate, mutually intelligible, international words. 

 They attempted to grab her flailing legs and arms, and guide them 

through the small openings on the two sides of the backpack carrier. The 

child kept screaming and, with a couple of frantic tugs, she again got out 

of the backpack carrier almost completely, so that the basketball game 

had to be started again. Meanwhile, tourists with flashlights, walking 

sticks and water canteens were energetically passing by without any 

hesitation and walking straight into the caves, not caring to stop and look 

at this natural wonder in awe. 

 A huge black opening in the earth stared at them in all its majesty, 

emitting a stale, yet not completely unpleasant smell of mustiness and 

natural mystery. This is precisely what the child is scared of: this all-

consuming and hungry black hole ,which would swallow up her entire 

family once they move in. 

 The child was born in Berkeley and at four, had never seen any 

caverns. Nor was she familiar with different weather conditions, so that 

when her family took her to “White Sands,” a highly prized destination 

sought by tourists, with its icy-white sands almost blinding your eyes, the 

child felt so irritated by the awful heat that she kicked a white sandy hill 
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with her toe and shouted, “I don’t want to be in these stupid White 

Sands,” and sat apprehensively right on the ground not willing to move 

even one inch. She ordered her parents to carry her to the car with air 

conditioning and the parents drove to Carlsbad Caverns where now they 

were now struggling with her. 

 The whole trip, meant to show the natural wonders to Elizabeth, was 

a total disaster.  

 

* * * 

 

As soon as the two people with similarly big round faces and 

dissimilar accents started their descent down the steep route built during 

the Great Depression to give hope and a living wage to state workers, the 

child stopped screaming. Holding her father’s prominent head with her 

two little hands, she stared intently into the hole, now accentuated by 

punctured dances of miniature bats that look like mysterious insects 

from afar. Their spiral trajectory reminded her of the movements of cut 

tealeaves in a cup, stirred by a spoon. 

Inside, the two large people with accents and a whimpering child 

found grey stalagmites and stalactites, which a cowboy and explorer 
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named Jim White called “hanging-downs” and “stickie-ups” and even 

“stickie-togethers”, and people living during the end of the 19th century 

still didn’t believe him when he emerged from the freshly discovered 

caverns with this news.  

The child in the carrier backpack revived and even took several 

steps, touching grey stones, seeing in them “little bears,” “dwarfs,” “our 

little family with mama and papa” and even “a princess in her own 

room.” Yet, when asked by her mother whether she would like to take a 

plane for the second time to New Mexico to explore the caverns, the 

child replied that she would happily take a plane but not to Carlsbad.  

The child still insisted on flying to Italy “where there was a lot of 

green grass.” 

 In the evening, at around 7 p.m., the same two people in red and 

blue shirts, speaking in different tongues, were seen in a specially 

installed “Bat Amphitheater” waiting for the bat flight. In front of their 

large feet in identical black nylon sneakers stood two bottles with water. 

One larger container, just taken out of the trunk of their car left under 

the hot New Mexico sun with no shade, contained very warm liquid; the 

small bottle was freshly filled with fountain water.  
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People sitting on the cement steps of the Bat Amphitheater briefly 

glanced at them and decided that the language this mother spoke to her 

child was German or French. As for the father, who seemed almost like 

a giant with his stooped, meaty shoulders, round calves and three-day 

stubble, returned unwanted glances with such a severity and displeasure 

on his face, that people sitting close to this family forgot about their 

linguistic diversity and averted their eyes. Later they decided that since 

he seemed to be speaking Italian, he probably was an immigrant from 

Rome (this was one of the two cities that came to mind when they 

thought of Italy).  

 Suddenly everything quieted down and people, including the 

unevenly accented family, started looking at the “Bat Stage.” It was 

announced by a park ranger in khaki pants and a hat that, after she 

shared with the audience a couple of facts about these creatures, the bats 

would appear in just a few moments. 

 On the Bat Stage, there was a large apparatus with one red and many 

green lights blinking. It also emitted a soft clicking, and the audience who 

came to watch the “Bat Show” had been informed that the apparatus 

catches the bats’ movements deep in the cave and that when the clicking 

gets louder, everybody should stop talking and wait.  
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The small child, who succeeded in overturning a water canteen, 

clung to her angry Papa and said that she wanted to leave because she 

was afraid of whatever everybody was waiting to happen. Papa said he 

has been looking forward to seeing the bat flight since the first time he 

saw the movie “Koyaanisqatsi,” which depicted bats in all their 

multiplicity flying into the New Mexico sky. The child’s mother, with her 

strong accent and rather severe and sharp facial features (she surely 

didn’t have that wholesome American look), stared silently into the large 

and dark cavern entrance. The soft clicking, which emanated from the 

black apparatus on the stage, got a bit a louder, and then even more 

louder, and then it went with full force, clicking and squeaking.  

 One after another, dark spots started appearing and rose up from the 

bottom of the cavern; and rising up; the clicking got so loud that it was 

almost unbearable, as though the apparatus with blinking green lights was 

begging for help. The ranger, looking very serious, turned off the 

machine and stepped back; it was still very hot but the evening darkness 

absorbed all the heat and left an impression of coolness.  

In the total silence, right before the sunset, the small black 

creatures started chaotically flying in circles, from left to right and from 

right to left, seen against the background of the cave opening, and then 
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emerging from the cavern and flying somewhere up and to the right, in 

an easterly direction.  

One after another they would fly up and to the right, after their 

chaotic circling and whirling close to the cave’s opening had been 

completed. Once the first ones had disappeared, the others would try to 

join them and lift up into the air and go up, up, up and disappear 

somewhere afar. Behind their chaotic swirling and then moving up up 

and beyond the horizon, out of view, there was a certain geometrical 

pattern or force, which nobody wanted to decipher from relaxing 

comfortably on cement benches in a hot New Mexico night.  

 A large crowd of people, which gathered in a convenient 

amphitheater built by humans under the open air, watched a large crowd 

of bats swirling up from the caves and flying up. With each new moment, 

a new batch of bats would appear from deep in the opening, perform its 

half-chaotic, half-geometrical dance and would go, one after another, into 

their determined flight and disappear into the night. When the last 

batches of the small creatures were still emerging from the darkened 

cave opening, people stood up, one after another, gathered their 

belongings, and started to slowly exit the amphitheater, one after 

another, up up the stairs and into the warm New Mexico night, in small 
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trickles, exchanging small meaningless jokes, not waiting for the last bats 

and totally sure that they had already seen everything, unaware that 

somebody stared at them: up, up, up, and exit this life.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                  



 

Unmanned Press | Multiple Children | Margarita Meklina 

 

64 

                 10 

    The Consequences of the 

Saint Card 
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She came home without saying a word, dropped her yellow bag from 

her shoulder into the corner and lay on a purple couch staring up at the 

ceiling. The striped plush tiger Tatiana fell to the floor. He was still at 

home, finishing arranging sad, violet flowers, writing a “Get Well” card 

and inflating a cute Teddy balloon that immediately rose to the ceiling 

and ended up at the spot where she stared. She didn’t blink. 

He was almost out the door to deliver them to a retirement home 

and then to pick up their daughter from the Russian daycare in San 

Francisco. Holding a heavy vase in his hands, with water dripping on the 

flowers as if it were tears, he noticed that his wife had already come 

home from work, was lying on the couch and didn’t move. “Hi!” he said 

suggestively, but she didn’t look back, so that he was facing only Tatiana. 

He noticed that the plush tiger had immensely nostalgic blue eyes. 

“What’s the matter with you?” He asked with impatience and concern in 

his voice. There was no response and he felt uneasy. 

“I have to make it on time,” he said, trying to balance himself on 

his feet, exhausted after spending the whole day at a designing table 

arranging flowers. She continued staring into the ceiling. He attempted to 

get closer, but stumbled on a hard hat their daughter wore when flying a 
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cosmic ship with the tiger. Angered, he noticed a large crack running 

through the hat after he stepped on it. He felt a hot flash, as though his 

eyes and forehead were covered by a heated mask. 

Yet, he still tried to show concern. “Are you OK? Sorry, I really 

have to run to deliver flowers to an old man! And I can’t be late; the 

sender told me that he was taking his last breaths!” She said quietly as 

though dying herself, “Read what I just sent you online!” He put the vase 

next to the printer and didn’t notice that the flowers, refreshed with 

MiracleGro, spilled some water on the paper. 

 “What happened? Are you alright?” he asked again and raised his 

hands into the air, “What can I do? I have no time to browse through 

stupid articles!” She didn’t answer and he pleaded, picking up Tatiana 

from the floor and placing her next to his wife on the couch, “Please, 

smile, tell me that you are ok!” She turned away from him, pushing 

Tatiana, and the tiger again ended up on the floor, next to the destroyed 

hard hat. 

 He looked at these toys and something suddenly clicked in his mind. 

“You know that I have to pick up Liz up after the delivery to the 

retirement home. I have to go!” Again, he felt a sort of red heat around 

his eyes, as though his head was exploding. 
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 “You don’t have to rush!” she answered slowly. “It’s very important 

to me that you read the email you I sent from work. Turn on your Mac.” 

She said all the words in a neutral voice, almost metallic, without even a 

shade of an emotion. 

“It’s very important to me, so you’ll understand,” she whispered 

almost with exasperation, and he finally jumped to the computer. While 

he was reading, she lay on the couch overcome by a sense of 

accomplishment: now, once he reads this, he will understand. The “Get 

Well” balloon clung motionlessly to the white ceiling. The sun was 

setting. It was 6:30 p.m.  

He rapidly read the e-mail she sent and swore briefly, “What is 

this? Who cares about a Mexican saint from the 1920s? What is this 

crap you wrote?!” She continued to stare with unspeakable grief into the 

ceiling and then slowly said, “Read carefully, I simply cannot say what 

happened with words; you have to read it. Then you will really 

understand how shaken I am.”  

He stared at the screen once again, trying to concentrate on this or 

that line, and then screamed, “It says that something happened to a 4-

year-old child! And that she was run over by a car! Did something 

happen to Liz? Tell me! Tell me right now! Did something happen to 
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Liz?!”  He jumped toward her as though he wanted to grab her, but she 

totally ignored him and kept staring into the purple material in front of 

herself. There was a faint white spot on the purple and she thought that 

there was no point in washing it off. Who cares, in light of what had just 

happened? 

He did not know what to do next.  She was the only holder of 

information about Liz, and she surely didn’t want to tell him something 

awful, something really terrible, heightening his anticipation as in a 

theater, intensifying the tragedy. He hated her at this moment: this 

“artist,” this “writer,” somebody for whom literature always superseded 

real life.  

If Liz were in danger and a car had hit her, the truth had to be 

unloaded right away, without hesitation. They would have had to rush to 

the hospital and make her happy again. “Did something happen to Liz?” 

he shouted he at the top of his lungs, but neither the “Get Well” balloon 

nor his wife moved.  

She didn’t understand what all this had to do with Liz. Is he OK? 

He cannot understand a simple parable? He cannot read? She simply 

wanted to relay all the mysteriousness of the day’s events; how she was 

extremely close to death and how she was saved by Saint Toribio Romo 
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card she found. She wanted to show the exceptionality of her shock and 

even grief over this strange timing and coincidence; to bring to the 

surface all the inner workings of her life that’s usually invisible to a 

commoner’s eye; to demonstrate her refined state that allowed her to 

process these near-tragic events with literary skill and well-sculptured 

elegance, and with unbeatable resourcefulness and resilience to her fate.  

She was still surprised that the car hadn’t hit her and that she was 

spared, and she wanted to share her triumph with her mate. Instead she 

was met with profound misunderstanding, with the gross negligence of 

his misinterpretation of her literary output and the murderous outcome 

almost caused by a run-away car. It dawned on her that for some 

inexplicable reason this big bully of a man with such fragile feelings 

toward their young daughter thought that this near-death experience had 

involved their little Liz with her thin limbs and high-pitched voice, so 

unnoticeable in the street that her parents purposely dressed her in 

orange, red, and other bright colors.   

But while she was so acute toward her own fate that let her live 

longer, why was her husband so clueless toward her writing, toward the 

almost documentary “Saint Card”?  Why wouldn’t he ask her to open 

her maroon wallet and show her this talisman, this image of Saint 
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Toribio Romo she now decided to carry with her from now on? How 

could he not understand that despite being rooted in real life, the story 

contained fictional characters and no children and animals had been 

harmed in the creative process? 

She grew mute and closed her eyes. 

 “I will never forgive you if you told me a lie! You can’t imagine how 

much I love Liz and I cannot let something happen to her! All your 

insane scheming! You live in your own head!” He shouted, running 

down the stairs with a bouquet, which was dripping water. “Liz, Liz, it’s 

always Liz, as though I don’t exist,” she thought to herself and her eyes 

filled with tears. This was the moment she needed a hug to forget about 

the scary event, but he was out. She heard the door slam. All this was a 

huge misunderstanding that she hadn’t intended to cause with her 

message.  

 She continued lying on the couch, staring into the ceiling: the only 

thing she needed today was some support but this was not given. 

Moreover, her detailed descriptions of her inner world were 

misunderstood and discarded, causing even more chaos and pain. When 

she was a child, her mother would help by entering a room totally 

oblivious of her daughter’s daily fights with the whole world—with a large 
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plate of washed fruits. Now her mother was in a grave and could not use 

a knife to peel the skin from the apples. The big truth suddenly dawned 

on her: there was nobody with a plate of strawberries arranged just for 

her. Now she was an adult, totally lost in deciphering the signs and 

symbols of life; yet, even though she barely kept her head above the 

relentlessly moving mechanisms of the daily grind and had no clue who 

was pushing the buttons somewhere above, she still had to offer 

protection to others. She realized that since she had grown up, there was 

nobody who could simply take her and give her a hug; and from now on 

there would always be somebody else’s slim and small body needing 

protection; there would always be multiple children taking attention away 

from adults. 
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    The End 
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