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  What Became of Me

  
  




I wanted to be one since I was eight.

It happened when I was watching tv. A program that wasn’t meant for me. It aired on Friday night, a time slot meant for teenagers. It showed Mrs. Theodore Rodriguez doing her thing. She approached the spectre, whom she conjured, and saw through its visage of fear and disgust and saw the sadness and the loneliness and the guilt within. Having brought it to its knees and its human form, she helped the spectre choose to move on, doing what was necessary and doing what was needed, and kept doing them, too, claiming the soul and holding it within her loving locket for as long as she was supposed to, turning herself away from the temptation of others—food, shelter, gold—they were all offered and they were all rejected. The final stage had her grow her plant and waiting for the sign of whether the soul-spirit had passed on to Heaven, Hell, or was given another chance.

This is job of an exorcist.

They had come to me because they had needed my help.

I walked to my office door, which I didn’t open, not right away. Instead, I looked at my gloved hands and I caught the glimpse of a frayed thread right next to my left knee. I was grabbing my simple, black lace dress, which covered most of my entire body. I noticed the black thread again and I pulled it, holding it tight and snapping it, feeling my dress tightening where I pulled the thread.

My head was the only skin I was showing.

I looked forward and steadied myself, opening the door with the frosted glass and my printed-name and title. I looked at the couple sitting in my waiting room. I called them by name.

They looked at me and were expectant.

I told them that I could see em.

They stood, the man putting the magazine down on the table beside him and the woman grabbing her simple leather purse. Together, they walked into my small office, which can fit about seven people.

I stepped aside as they walked in. I told em to sit.

They walked to the waiting chairs in front of my clean desk and sat.

I walked around my desk and sat, looking at them, breathing, and steadying myself and hopefully them as well. I asked, Now, how can I be of service?

They told me about their little problem—they had, what they thought, was a fighting spirit. It was damaging their daughter. They showed me the evidence—pictures of the scratched-skin and the stacked chairs and the cracked walls that spelled hideous things.

I told them yes, they had a fighting spirit.

They asked if there was anything I could do.

I told them that I could always do my best.

Would your best get rid of this thing, the man asked.

I told him, Yes, it will.

How long?

There’s no knowing.

So this could take…he said and waited.

I don’t like this aspect of my job, people demanding something I cannot promise—a time something will be done.

I told them, All jobs have their own time table; there’s no knowing how long this could take.

We’re not rich, the woman said.

I understand, I told her. Saying, I can only take this so far then.

The woman looked down and the man looked to his left. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was scanning my well-decorated walls which showed off my many accomplishments. He seemed to settle, though, on one in particular: a coloured photo of a well-known monument. He asked, You did that?

I looked at the photo and asked him if he meant the one I thought he meant.

He nodded.

I said, Yes, I did.

Then we came to the right woman. We will pay, not indefinitely. But we will pay.

We left it at that, settling on a rate and a starting timeframe.

When I came to the residence of meaning, I came with a packages of clothing and of special equipment. I set the packages on the ground and looked at the couple who were standing on the street.

We exchanged looks.

The man asked me, Is this everything?

Yes, I said; this is everything.

I’ll show you through, he said; you can leave your things with my wife.

I did as he said.

He showed me through the three storey house. It was simply decorated with family photos, each one showing their newest daughter, a young thing whom the ghost took to the afterlife. They discarded her worries and thought it was her, but when they were about to take the scratched-skin daughter to their simple home, she took her life, wrapping a rope around her neck and leaning forward. It was a matter of minutes. She was sure no one would come and bother her. When they finally did, she was too far gone. She was with Him and His judgement would be swift.

The parents were stricken, grief and responsibility.

When he was done, I was with them on the street. I thanked him and said, You can leave it to me; I will do what is necessary.

I gathered my packages and walked into the house. I looked through the window and saw them standing on the street.

They walked into their car, started it, the headlights turning on, the car driving off into the distance.

I looked at the house and wondered if I could do what they wanted me to do—which was get rid of the phantom lurking within these pleasant-looking walls.

Night fell.

I drew upon the wood floor the much-needed diagram—a star. At each point was a lit candle, wax pooling upon the nailed-flat floor. I knelt, held my hands together, and prayed.

A wind picked up. It began to whisper, to talk, to shriek.

A hand moved along my withered-skin.

My eyes were kept closed, my hands together.

The hand slapped me, my head turning, my eyes closed.

I heard the laughter of a child. I knew what would happen, but would I be the woman for the job? I had failed before. Not because I wasn’t skilled but because of the time allotted to me and the job at hand. I can do many things, but I cannot fashion a time-sensitive miracle.

Only He can do that.

I am not Him, just a servant.

As the night was drawing to its conclusion, I spoke a whisper within my head, tilting it back till it couldn’t go any farther. I was shaken by the images—a school hall and a small child in uniform—a teacher—a woman—holding the small child’s hand. The images scattered and was replaced with another—a mother and the crying of a woman and the heard slapping of the child. The image scattered and was replaced by yet another. As these images came and went, walking towards me, staying, and running away, I was stricken by how strong I had to be. I was holding, but for how long?

When they were over, I had a picture book’s worth of them.

I opened my eyes, my hands still held together, and I looked at the memory pad upon the floor.

The quill had been recording every image, a well-kept drawing, detailed in its own right.

I walked a hand through them.

A story was emerging.

It was morning.

I would be at peace, but only for a certain period of time.

As the Sun walked across the baby blue sky, I went from drawing to drawing, looking for clues.

The uniform was known to me.

I had spent time teaching at the honourable school—Nightingale.

If it was known for anything—now—it was known for its night dark past, revealed only through the battles of the time once had.

I set them aside, leaned back within the desk chair, and played my hands along my face, pulling the wrinkled, lax skin and my eyes as well. I had been up for a day and a needed some time to recover. I looked at my clock.

It was almost three in the afternoon.

I decided then was a good time to get the rest my body so desperately needed.

When I woke, it was just past seven. I had rested enough.

The sky was dark as wine.

I walked to the main room and replayed the past event, setting up new candles and lighting the wick on fire. I moved myself in circles and called the spirit.

In time, they came to me.

The giggles, I heard, their lips close to my slightly hairy ears.

I stopped moving and concentrated on being still.

Will you stand before me, I asked the spirit, giving it time to answer.

There was a stillness. Anyone could feel it.

The floor started creaking and the creaks were getting closer.

I felt the spirit take my clasped hand and pull them apart. I opened my eyes and sitting on one of my palms was a hand.

Attached to the hand was a kind-facing-child, a deceptive thing, but an accurate thing.

I looked at the face and wondered what I should call em.

Their eyes turned to oceanic hatred, tears streaming down their now-sunken cheeks. They grew old and withered, their hair long and stringy.

I lowered my gaze and clasped my hands. I closed my eyes.

It required nothing of me.

Do with me as you wish, I said.

I wish to kill you.

Then kill me.

My body was pulled off the floor.

I was relaxed.

If this was the moment, there’s nothing I could do.

It looked at me and I looked at it, not with judgement or disappointment but with the kind of kindness known only from those who chose not to endorse the conflict of pain and of boiling-hatred. I looked at it and it looked at me.

Soon, I was released.

My body hit the floor, my hands in front of me.

I looked up and saw the creature.

Do you hate me, it asked.

No. Do you?

I have…it started to say, stopping for the longest of time. I have caused people…what they did, because of me…I cannot…

…Be forgiven, I said.

It nodded.

Forgiveness is a choice, I told it.

But will He?

We can only know through the choice of forgiveness, I told it; are you tired…of being like this?

It nodded.

Then join me, I said as I held my hand out towards the creature who looked at my hand and reached out towards it.

As their hand touched mine, my mind flickered with the pain of those they affected and how it affected them. It was dreadful, carrying this weight, but for how long?

Do you blame me, it asked.

No, I said; you were signalling to the world your pain; unfortunately, the world doesn’t always registered how one says, ‘I am in need.’

Its hand crept more within mine.

I wrapped my fingers along its smallness. I opened my eyes and looked upon the child.

They walked closer within the symbol and they walked until they were upon me, their cheek upon my breast and my hand upon the far side of their turned-face. Their eyes were closed and slightly weeping, my hand making its way through their curly hair.

I told them, It’s time, yes?

They nodded and murmured that yes, it was.

Their body dissolved and their soul, a gleaming star, was all that was left of them.

I guided it and showed it within my locket-keeper, which I closed.

The wind stopped.

I gathered my strength and stood, my hand upon my knee.

For the next eleven days, I knew the kind of the pain I’d known so long ago, the kind that came with the birth of a child, the pulling apart, ripped. I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to scream but couldn’t. It was forbidden and it would do me no good and no one wanted to hear the shrieks of a woman like me.

They did, however, tempt me. They offered food, clothing, and shelter. They also offered me glittering piles of gold. But nothing was worth the value of what I held, the soul star of a fallen spirit who chose me to carry it through and to see it through, something I was willing to do.

When I rejected the gifts of gold, they threw the bits of gold at me and the bits turned into bugs which crawled along my legs and the rest of my body, biting my skin through my attire, and the gold bugs burned blue and the pain was immense but it was nothing compared to what I felt.

I had decided to do this, I told them. I will see it though.

On the twelfth day, I was greeted with the pain of peace. She had passed on, I was told, the peace telling me what I needed to know. She was with Him, being judged. On the thirteenth day, I gathered a black seed and planted it in a prepared flower pot, setting the soil-filled clay thing upon the windowsill and waiting for it to do its bidding.

On the eleventh day, it didn’t bloom. It did, however, on the thirteenth.

When they asked me about their house, I told them, It is safe.

They didn’t ask about the condition of the spectre. They just looked at each other, their faces gleaming with joy.

I was thanked. And I was receptive.

When they had spent enough time in their house, they knew I was right. Nothing extraordinary had happened. It was just a house—a house once more.
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  Where I Started/The Game of Vanity/Model Citizen

  
  




When I was young, I was a model and a damn good one, too. My father, being a photographer, needed a baby and I was always the quiet child who was up to good. He grabbed me and gave me to the woman he was taking photos of.

She held me with tenderness and care. I can still see it in the pictures he took. They put some tasty gunk on my finger and I stuck it in my mouth and sucked the stuff off. I was having a good time. And when the pictures were handed to those who ordered them, the people looked em over and they fell in love with the child—the baby, really—that was I.

Other companies book me and I became somewhat famous, though I didn’t know it at the time. But as I got older, it started to unnerve people. As I developed, people looked and wondered if I was going grow out of it, a cute baby growing into the physique of an average girl. It happens all the time, but as I got older, my body kept its femininity and grew its wicked bone structure.

When I went to school and people knew me through the pictures my father and other photographers took, they began looking at me with disdain. No one appreciates a tall poppy.

When I went to my mother and asked her what that meant, she told me all about it.

When you mow your lawn, she said, the blades will only cut off the heads of the tallest poppies.

As I walked home one day, my hands held behind me, I wondered if I should continue.

My father, when he got home, asked if I was okay. And I told him about what was on my mind. He told me that it was up to me. If I wanted to quit, I could. I asked if he’d be disappointed and he said, No, I won’t.

So I asked why.

And he said, People stop doing things all the time. When I was a young man, I was in the military.

The military—I said.

Mm hmm, my father said; the military.

When I was forced to do something I didn’t want to do, I dropped my service when I was allowed.

Forced, I said, to do something you didn’t want to do?

Mm hmm.

And what was that?

He looked at me, and I could see in his eyes that he didn’t want to speak about it so I told him, Forget it; I don’t want to know.

And he wondered if I was being honest.

And I told him that I was. That I didn’t want to hear a story of how my father killed someone.

Service, he said, is in everyone’s future—even my own.

Really, I said; but what if I have a job?

And he told me that having a job didn’t matter. Service was in my future. And when I was walking the fields of war and bloodshed, I’d know what my father was going through.

When I was along with my mother, her hand moving through my hair and the blue light of the moon softly filtering into my room, I asked her about her past and whether she enlisted or not.

She told me that she had to and that she held off for as long as she could.

I asked her how long and she told me until it wasn’t a choice anymore. But you what, she said, looking at me and I was looking at her; that was how I met your father.

Really?

Mm hmm; we were soldiers in the Fourteenth War. The War of Willow’s Condemned. We saw each other often and didn’t think anything of it. We’d strike up a conversation and didn’t think anything of it. And then…she said, stopping.

I allowed the silence to be held and when it became too much, I asked if she could continue and she said, Another time perhaps.

And I knew disappointment, then. She stood and she straightened her dress and she said goodnight to me and I said it to her and when she was at the door, she turned and her dress flowed and she said, Your father and I have been talking; if this is something you want to do—stop modelling—then it’s best to stop now and not later, okay?

I nodded but didn’t speak.

She turned her back to me and said, then, Mom? And she turned her head and was looking at me.

Yes, she said.

Can we talk about this later?

Is it serious, she wondered. Do you want to talk about it now?

Later, I told her.

And she forced a concrete smirk and said, Later then. Goodnight, sweetie.

Goodnight, mom.

She walked out of the room, closing the door.

We wouldn’t speak together for the rest of our lives. The evening went on without a hitch. I slept and slept well. When I woke the next day, I asked my father where my mother was and he told me that she had to get to work, a kind of emergency.

Emergency, I wondered.

And my father told me that it wasn’t important.

How can it not be important, I asked him.

And he shrugged his face and I went about with the moment, my father saying at last, I’m just telling you what she told me.

Mm, I said and ate my meal. I brushed my teeth and spat the stuff into the sink, the facet running, and I wiped my mouth with my hand. I looked at myself in the mirror and wondered if I really be giving this whole modelling thing another go. Not that I quit. It was just on my mind.

I didn’t reply. I placed my toothbrush within the blue cup I used and walked out, keeping the bathroom door open so the next person would know no one was inside.

I walked to school and when I got there, I noticed the smaller kids and their parents saying goodbye. I plowed through my memories and if I had one, it was probably manufactured from that moment, my mother bent at the hip and playing with my hair, making sure it was just right, and when the time came, saying her goodbyes, kissing her hand and flapping it towards me running to school so I could be first or close to it in line.

I walked through the halls of my school and found my locker and got my things and went from class to class. I was in a sound proof room as I was making a kind of song, my voice angelic but like I thought an angel would sound. People were looking at me and pointing and flapping their hand, telling me to get out. I took the earphones off and set em aside and walked out of the small container.

The teacher told me that the principal wanted me.

I wondered why.

And he didn’t say. I wasn’t told, he told me. They just need you, he added.

Alright, I said. And I gathered my things and walked out of the room and down the empty halls and stopped at the office where the other adults worked.

They looked at me, one cupping the end of the phone your mouth speaks into and lowering it a little.

I said, I’m here to see the principal.

And they asked for my name and I gave it and they looked through their records and told me that I was to wait in the outer office over there. I looked and walked and sat, my zipped up binder on my bent legs, my feet swinging.

Soon, the principal opened his office door and beckoned me in. He must’ve had a tone, but I didn’t register it.

I walked in and sat and waited for him to sit and when he did, he told me what was happening. I was to take the rest of the day off and as many as I needed. I wondered if I was going somewhere. Does this have to do with my modelling career, I asked him.

No, he said. It’s about your mother.

Again, I didn’t register.

What about her?

She um…she was hit by another car. Your father has the details.

Is she okay?

No. She’s with God now.

And my whole life was this moment. What happened before didn’t matter. I looked down and held my emotions. If I had to be there for someone, I had to be there for my father. He was the one who needed looking after.

My dad, I said. Is he okay? Does he know?

Yes. Yes—he knows. Whether he’s okay…the principal said, shrugging, not wanting to set an image my father couldn’t live up to. That’s up to him, you see, he said.

I nodded, but I didn’t see. If I wasn’t okay, my father couldn’t be far behind.

He’ll be picking you up. He’ll be a couple minutes. He’s in a lot, parking his car.

My daddy, I said—he’s here.

He’s here.

And when he was within running distance of me, I ran to him and hug him and he placed his hands upon my back and the back of my head and he wondered if I was told and I nodded and then he grabbed me and held me a distance and he bent on knee and he told me that I could cry if I wanted to. I’m here for you, he said.

I know.

And I’m here for you, I thought but never thought of speaking it.

As the days went on, the house was a quiet husk. You could see the arrow that pierced the heart and silenced the movement of blood and breath.

When the day came to say goodbye, my father grabbed me in the entryway and told me, You can cry, you know that—you can cry—just let it out and no one will be ashamed. People will understand. Everyone there will understand.

I will.

But only if you want to, he added. He turned and we were out the door and in the car and my father looked at me and said, Hun? There’s no strength in being strong right now, are we clear?

Mm hmm.

Alright. He set his sights on the road and he drove us to the funeral home where the most of the day was being held. When it was my father’s turn to speak in front of the gathered mass of people, he spoke briefly, cutting himself off with throat-caught emotions and standing there, holding his face with his other hands. He closed his eyes and he breathed. And I yelled, It’s okay, daddy—she’ll understand.

And my father broke but only for an instance and when he recuperated he apologized and walked from the podium to his seat and he grabbed my hand and he crunched it with his powerful grip, his fingers gnawing mine. All I can remember is him breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Every now and again, he held it and let it go in a burst. He’d look forward and at the next person. Who that was, I couldn’t tell you. I just remember my father and that brief mouse-little moment.

We stayed behind and we thanked people for coming. I saw them get into their cars and their trunks and their mini vans and I saw them drive away. Some of these people I hadn’t seen before. Some were constant companions, a forever remember that we had something called a family unit. They were dressed nice, at least.

When we got home, there were people there. My father was hosting a small group of people. He went from one to another, asking if they needed anything. I remember this one woman, a redhead like me, placed her hand upon my father’s arm and caress it. I thought the moment strange, but I also didn’t think much of it. She was just a person, if only she stayed that way.

As my father got the crowd of people their things, he and this woman settled into one another, talking. About what? I haven’t the faintest idea.

A boy walked up to me and tapped my shoulder. I turned and faced him. Yes, I said.

My mother says I should be playing with you. Keep you busy and whatnot.

Want to go outside?

Sure.

And we went outside where we sat upon the swings and swung and when I gave up and just sat and the swing held my body off the patch of light brown dirt, he slowed and he looked at me and he wondered if I was okay.

I shrugged, but only a little.

He questioned me, wondering how I couldn’t know. Your mother’s dead, he said. How can you not know?

I got up, my feet slamming the earth and I walked away from him and he watched me walk away.

When I stopped walking, I was in the park and there was a bird-little stream glittering in the sunlight. I looked at the water and when I looked within, I noticed a swimming fish and a herd of them. I knelt and I hugged my knees and I looked at the fish who thought nothing of me.

My father came up behind me and told me that they weren’t just fish. They were trout and they were on their way to their mating grounds.

Where babies are made, I asked.

Mm hmm, he said. Where babies are made.

Can we go home—

I nodded.

—or do you wanna stay here for awhile?

No, we can go home.

I stood and he straightened his back and he held out his hand and I reached up and I grabbed it and together, we talked along the cement path of the park and the people who didn’t care about I and my father in particular were going through.

We made it home and the red headed woman was still there.

My father introduced us and she reached out a hand and I took it out of common courtesy and we shook hands and she beamed a beautiful toothy smile and when her back was straight, she considered my father. At least he was being looked after, I thought.

Can I go to my room?

Sure.

I hurried to that room that now felt cupboard-small, shutting the door and getting on the bed and wrapping the hand-knitted quilt



















