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            "Controphy—probably derived by the conjunction of conversation and dystrophy—is the name given…to the tendency of conversations to degenerate in quality and subject matter; sometimes by huge leaps from the sublime to the ridiculous, sometimes by gradual and almost imperceptible steps down from the point of departure."  –The Art of Grace 1 (editorial) by Nathan Brown in Record  9/18/2004 
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I
Written on the back of the photograph in blue ink and small script, “The happy family welcomes their new addition.” The photo itself is Mother, a tired look on her face. Father appears to be moving away from Mother and towards the camera. Infant is held against Mother’s chest. 

Mother didn’t expect to go into labor two months before the due date, but there she was, working at the diner when amniotic fluid began sluicing down her legs as she served the bored businessman in the booth his coffee. There seemed to be an alarming amount of fluid which not only began to pool at her feet, but also splash in time with her heartbeat through her apron. “Goddammit!” the businessman exclaimed as he jerked backward, hot coffee scalding the back of his hand. Skirt soaked through, and fluid continuing to spurt out, she apologized and tried to stagger away, but not before a spurt of fluid hit the businessman square on his tie. It smelled awful, like bad vodka.

An ambulance arrived and whisked her away to the nearby hospital. The diner called Father, who muttered something about getting there “when he could.” Father was not convinced the child was even his; he knew Mother sometimes worked long nights “at the diner”, but would come home smelling of cheap cologne, Budweiser, and Pall Mall cigarettes. But then again, he had his own side piece -the secretary at work-a young buxom thing trying to get ahead who was far more pleasant to give a helping hand to than Mother. Mother, who as the months went on grew to a repellant and unappealing shape. Mother and Father were not in a position to live apart, such were the expenses of the city they lived in, so they suffered together waiting for a lottomiracle that could free them from being bound to one another. Instead, they got the parasitic bulge inside Mother, and it wanted to gain its own freedom now.

The city hospital was a sorry excuse for a place to get health care. As Father sauntered into the waiting room, he was hit immediately with the smell of excrement and blood. A young man, shirtless, sat with his flannel shirt pressed against the left side of his head, fabric soaked in blood. An elderly woman was crying in a wheelchair, her arm cantered at an unnatural angle. Father was directed by one of the doctors to the delivery room.

What Father encountered there stopped him in his tracks. Mother was restrained against the bed, and she was hollering nonsensical sounds that might have been commands to the medical staff, or might have been exhortations of pain and misery. Likely both. It occurred to Father then that he had thought he had at least 6 or 7 more weeks before the birthing of “it” (as he thought of the Infant). He was also surprised that this was not a cesarian section, since Mother had a smaller than average vagina. Even now, dilated by a speculum, the aperture seemed hardly adequate for a preemie to pass through. There seemed to be clear fluid seeping out and soaking the sheets on the gurney, tinted a grayish pink. The room had a smell that was bleach combined with a beach after high tide. Father swallowed back bile and reached into his pocket for the flask that had some warm Gentleman Jack in it. The alcohol did nothing to help. 

The nurses encouraged Mother to push, and Father could see something red and slippery making its way out of the black dot of Mother’s cervix. It went black, then an ivory white speckled with red, before something appearing to be a bisected, bloody tennis ball squeezed Mother’s labia out like pursed, chapped lips. “We have a breech birth” one of the nurses said over Mother’s yells, as Father realized “it” was mooning him. Below the butt, some other protuberance of flesh peeked out-he thought perhaps it was the umbilical cord, and he said a silent prayer that “it” would hang itself and come out as blue as his bowling ball. It wasn’t the umbilical cord though-among what would come to be one in a list of malformations, the Infant had a rare combination of afflictions which affected the genital area. The misshapen penis was bent so severely that it bent under the perineum and poked out like a tail from behind, giving the appearance of a prehensile tail. Additionally, the unnaturally stretched foreskin had given the phallus a tight appearance so wretched Father felt a pain in his own itching, syphilis-ridden crotch. The urethral meatus gave Father a wet wink.

Lastly, the size was...well, Mother could certainly be excused for some of her screams, the violation of the Infant’s member stretching the birth canal to a tightness reflected in its foreskin. Father was frankly surprised the member didn’t pop out before it’s keister. Mother continued to babble and carry on, with progressively more exhaustion, as the delivery went on, hour by hour. At last, the Infant made its way out. The dichotomy of its genitals to its premature body was even more stunning when both were visible. One of the nurses fainted while an obstetrician had to leave the room, covering his mouth to prevent himself from spewing all over Mother. 

The rank smell of the room was abominable, Mother had defecated the bed at one point, and there was an almost physical odor of rotten cheese, day old fish, and the vomit which Father could not prevent from spewing on himself. Infant was turned over, and the sight of its head was hideous to behold. One eye was swollen shut, and appeared crusted over with a yellowish-green mucous. It opened its mouth and belched before a keen which made everyone in the room even more nauseous. Inside its mouth were 5 adult sized incisors, with one twice as long and driving into its bottom lip. The sixth finger on Infant’s left hand was the least extraordinary thing on its hands-nails three inches long on every finger were caked with gory effluvia from its egress out of Mother’s womb. Mother had mercifully lost consciousness before the head emerged from between her filthy legs, and as such she was spared the grotesque sight of the shimmering, stinking afterbirth and placenta landing with a splat under her soaked buttocks. “Jesus Christ”, muttered Father as he involuntarily made his way over to Mother and the Infant. He breathed through his mouth as he stared in disgusted amazement at this parody of life mewling in Mother’s arms. 

II

Written on the back of the photograph in blue ink, in shaky script: “18 months”. In the photo, Father looks exhausted. Mother appears to be captured mid-laugh. Toddler wears a sagging, stained diaper, and has something pink around its mouth.

It is something of a surprise that 18 months after its premature arrival, the Toddler is still around. Even more of a wonder that Mother and Father are functioning on any level passing for human given their lack of sleep and the unpleasant, near-constant demands of the Toddler as it has grown.

In some animal part of Mother’s brain, she knew that breastfeeding Baby was best, but the Toddler was too violent in its suckling. Mother’s areolas are a patchwork of scars and scabs she can’t stop itching at, and her right nipple is half gone after a too-enthusiastic chew from Toddler. She has found the baby weight she gained during the short pregnancy to be difficult to lose-the stretch marks on her abdomen and cottage cheese cellulite on her thighs persisting. She had to start taking prescription cough syrup to control a racking, phlegmy cough that commenced shortly after she was discharged from the hospital, a belt or two offering a modicum of relief. She takes another swig as she scratches at her groin in vain-the scabs in her cervix from the delivery are best handled by her spiky dildo, but it is drying in the sink after the last attack. It always comes out with a creamy, chunky residue resembling cream of mushroom soup in appearance and old sneakers in smell. Mother has stopped noticing-she sometimes laughs, sometimes screams, and sometimes it is hard to categorize the sounds Mother makes.

Father actively tries to avoid interacting with Toddler and Mother, spending more time outside of their further cramped apartment in the city. Father’s syphilis has gone untreated since the buxom secretary moved on to her next conquest. He has been finding carnal release with a bevy of unfortunate sex workers, from whom he has contracted an unpleasant crablouse infestation. Father has also lost significant weight since being present at the abominable birth (meals with any kind of sauce or gravy triggering his nausea), and his hair loss has accelerated at an unexpected rate. What is left on his head aside from greasy patches of hair are festering wens which he can’t stop picking at, expressing an oily clear discharge which smells of rancid fruit and leaves an unpleasant sheen on his scalp. 

Mother has had to apply for welfare after losing her job at the Diner and spends the majority of her time in the same 700 square feet with the constantly fussy Toddler. She looks bedraggled, washing herself only once or twice a week when her ripeness overcomes her general malaise. Mother’s older and younger Sisters have tried to help out-both make a point to avoid Father with his roaming hands, leering eyes, and stench of alcohol and pus. Younger Sister, after a few visits, stopped coming around and hasn’t answered calls from   Mother in the past several weeks-presumably due to an unspeakable incident with Toddler that left specks of blood and excrement on the carpet which Mother can’t get out. Older Sister’s efforts to help keep up Mother and Father’s deplorable hovel are woefully inadequate, and even after a scintilla of progress on the filthy dishes, half empty bottles of formula, cough medicine, and booze, and decaying detritus on the stovetop, it is undone within a matter of days. 

Father’s time in the apartment is spent in some kind of intoxicant stupor, and if they spend any more than 10 minutes in a room together, Mother’s and Father’s communication devolves from barely civil conversations about making ends meet to hysterical yelling, accusing one another of infidelity and
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