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Her Mother’s House

Finnian Burnett

 

I stand on a sidewalk in a small town in Iowa in the heart of what locals jokingly call The City in that there’s a gas station across from Tractor Supply Company, and a one-room public library. 

The parking lot of the town’s only restaurant sprawls on the corner across the street. If I turn and cut through the parking lot, go around the back of the building, and cross the road, I’ll be in the schoolyard looking at the bus station and beyond that, miles and miles of corn.

But now, I’m looking at a brown house with dark green painted trim, peeling and dull—my new home, I suppose. The front porch lists slightly as if it might collapse under my weight.

I turn my face to the half-hidden sun and take a deep breath of crisp air to summon my courage. Perhaps I can turn around, cut through the parking lot, and lose myself in the corn. Instead, I carefully walk the stone path, picking my way over jagged pieces of rock. The front porch groans, but it holds, and in a moment, the door opens. 

“Welcome home,” my new love tells me. “I’m glad you’re here.” And we’re hugging and kissing in the doorway of her house. “Our house,” she says, though the words hitch in her throat. 

The pale winter sun abandons me as I close the heavy wooden door. We’re in a living room crowded with furniture, books, coat racks, and oversized antique dressers. The television looks to be from 1970, encased in a thick wooden cabinet. The top is covered with magazines, winter scarves, and what may be someone’s long abandoned crochet project. The air is at once mobile and oppressively heavy; someone moves among the detritus of a dozen lifetimes, someone unseen but altogether there. 

In a panicked moment, I turn back to the door, but my lover stands in front of it, so I square my shoulders and face my new home.

Imagine you’ve fallen in love and your beloved has asked you to move into a house that has been in her family for six generations. You see the house for the first time, this living room, everything crammed with a lifetime of not your lover’s things, but those of her mother. The house is more than crowded. It’s stuffed to the roofbeams. Her mother’s things. Shoes, tarot cards, candles, half-filled notepads, broken pencils, and pictures of people your lover can’t name. The mother’s crystal serving dishes live in a cupboard along with decades of kitchen tools neither of you can identify. Could you ever belong?

It doesn’t belong to me, this house, no matter how long I live here. Our home, my love keeps insisting, as if even she doesn’t believe it. Though her name rests on the deed, it isn’t hers, not really. It belongs to a woman who makes it clear that every moment I remain in the house is a moment too long. 

I beg for space, for a drawer to call my own. I live out of a suitcase for months, asking daily for half the closet, a cabinet, my own dresser. One day, out of sheer desperation, I open a drawer to empty it, but ennui seeps into my heart and hours later, I’m sitting in front of a dresser, buried in piles of the mother’s clothes, breathing in the moldy, musty scent of dust and perfume. In tears, I grab a garbage bag, intent on throwing it all away, but my lover, drawn by a sense that her prison walls are collapsing, rushes in screaming for me to stop. 

We love, laugh, dance, cry, and fight—crushed under the mountains of her dead mother’s things, simultaneously immobilized by the weight of it and unable to let it go. 

We can’t breathe, can’t let light into our love. Is there room between the stacks of letters and empty bottles of Estee Lauder Youth Dew to expand our lungs? Some days, we come together and cling to each other, desperately trying to stay afloat in the sea of memories and belongings. 

“Burn it all down,” I say, my voice light as if I’m joking, but we both know I’m not and she turns her back on me, staring at a wall of her mother’s watercolours, leaving me feeling, again, like the other woman in an unsatisfactory but long-ago accepted relationship. 

One day, I sneak a box of used books to the thrift store and when I return, there’s a ghost in the office. She doesn’t threaten me, but the danger is clear. Leave, she says. Get out of my house. She looks like my lover, but older and fierce. I back out of the office slowly, not taking my eyes off her. When I reach the door, I slam it behind me, but her voice follows me down the hallway. Get out of my house.

In my heart, I know she’s right. 

“Can we at least pack up her clothes?” I ask my lover that night. “Can we throw away the things that hold her here?”

My love doesn’t answer, weighted down as she is with things she knows she’ll never use. 

It isn’t hard for me to say goodbye; I never really unpacked. It takes fifteen minutes to carefully fold my clothes into the suitcase—I don’t even have to crush the lid down. I step into the afternoon sun, breathing deeply for perhaps the first time in years. 

The restaurant across the street has changed hands, but I still cut through the parking lot, around the building, and onto the other side of the schoolyard. Nestled there, between the low brick building and the miles and miles of corn is the Greyhound station. I turn my face to the pale Iowa winter sun, take a deep breath for courage, and in a moment I’m on the road, looking yet again for something to call home.

 


Foundation work

Maria Ford

 

If you dream of a house
and the house is shifting, it suggests

you are changing your belief system.1

 

Someone else noticed it,

someone with an eye

for structural problems:

I live fissured,

walls and doorways tilted 

and untrue.

 

Ugh! I say, 

foundation work!

The expense, disturbance, 

time I’ll lose

to machines in the yard.

Dig, dig, dig

to the place where this house

rests on sticky earth. 

A lone work-boot embalmed 
in clay, torn roots of maple

bleeding white.

 

It’s not new, they say,

excited voyeurs examining 

my vulgar tear,

pointing at the crack’s 

worn edges,

water stains like tree rings,

seepage reaching everywhere.

Patch or rebuild?

They want decisions

 

and I must gauge

how many years may be left,

guess at the potential weight

of all future things.


Festival of Ghosts

Sean Wang Zi-Ming

 

Pandan kaya, fire

of the trees, lit for festivals shared.

I’ve always known

where I drew water, concrete soil.

 

In whispers, in garish mandarin,

bastard english. The jumping across rules

like choppy sips of boba

snatched in the train

under snake eyes and coiled lips.

 

My uniform(s) notch my height in the orderly cupboard-

untouched. The dust tucks them in,

memoirs of sleepless nights and sun daze.

Vignettes of my unwritten leave of absence.

 

Yet, generations gather in my slurry speech

to sit at the red plastic table, midnight-lit

and play mahjong with the clatter of white tiles-

I bet I’ll learn it someday.

 

The old angsana tree that crinkles green

reminds me of why I’ve gone and returned

to a land of pavement joss sticks, roadside kuehs,

where I harvest gula melaka from the ripe ondeh ondeh.

 

The paper burns as I smoke incense 

curling round my house in whiskers, wisps.

Ashes promising a love carried to blood unknown and unconditionally

gifted to a breeze and thrown to a sky filling and feeling---

I am warmed in generations of fire.


White Box

Basile Lebret

 

Home is where the hood's at but the building's more important. The building is the 14, it's there you were born. It's there the real friends are.

You never noticed it but in top of the 14 is where Ahmed's at. Glued to his narguile, yelling to anyone dare listening there's nothing outside the hood.

You wonder where he sleeps when it rains.

The hood'll make you do stuff because if you fail one day, everyone possess on your doorstep. You don't have the words for it, but you organize.

A building might have two teams haunting its halls. Older bunch they'll keep the door, the ground floor. They'll sell drugs. Younger ones, your own, they'll drift and fight for the hood's reputation.

The hood's basically the conglomerate of every team from every building. Everyone joins on the rare occasions when commute's free to fuck shit up in Paris or to fight other hoods. Drug related territorial disputes settled by underage pawns who got no clue.

It's you. You a pawn. 

Probably why you don't realize the world's disappearing.

It starts with grade-school. Someone said something about the hood and it had to be settled. You, Yahya, Kevin and Esteban, you settle shit. Jumping someone while he's pissing alone is easy. You get expelled. And a whole ass week after the fact you notice there's this white box cutting through reality in place of your old school.

You don't talk about it. Even to the team.

The building you can depend on
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