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change into the black dress  
to dine on fruit-flesh 
set out your mother’s  
gorgeous set of  white plates 
bite into a green field  
on the edge of  a salty ocean 
rinse the brains in cold water 
slice with the small blade 
get the coffee going 
bring forth the rain as rice 
drink and sing of  the past 
yell for your lady’s blood 
visit in fantasies larger than dreams 
dissolve with us 

— EAT US WE ARE EDIBLE 
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BREAKFAST IN BED                                       RUPA WOOD 

Behind all the larger pieces of  furniture I drew pictures of  little 
fat families in pencil on the wall. Something a child would have 
done. I wonder if  he ever found them. I lived at The Castle for a 
year; a split-level apartment on the six and seventh floor with four 
large open plan rooms and Ravi’s locked office. 

The peach carpet covering the floors and stairs had a name — 
Gatsby. The refrigerator was the Du Maurier. The couch by the 
piano, Hemmingway. The Castle was the name the marketing 
company gave the apartment. Ravi and I didn’t have nicknames 
for our home or for each other. 

Floor-to-ceiling glass windows, all the buildings in the area were 
towers of  glass hives. Our neighbours could watch us and never 
know us. We could do the same to them.  

The Castle was all oyster walls, smoked glass sculpture and large 
bevelled edge mirrors. Ravi asked if  there were any changes I’d 
like made. A contractor came in and cut a circular skylight in the 
attic bathroom above the clawfoot bath tub. I thought it might 
help me breathe better.  

I spent long mornings in my room at the top of  the house. The 
morning after pills made me throw up but I was terrified of  
getting pregnant. I had a pink electric toothbrush with twelve 
settings and a violet cream flavoured mouthwash.   

Either side of  the vanity lit mirror I kept a neurotic’s inventory of  
bathing products of  velvet emulsion, black pepper candles, 
magnesium salt, marshmallow lotion, pillow cream. I had playlists 
for the different kinds of  baths I’d take: half  an hour, one hour, 
two.  

I was trying to dissolve.   

The girl at the beauty counter thought my name was Sasha. I quite 
liked being Sasha. I would try and act in the way I thought Sasha  
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would be for the rest of  the day. Sasha liked to get her nails done 
and then watch her hands as she ate strawberry milk and fries. 
Once I stole a mirrored lipstick while the girl was ringing my 
purchases through. The colour was only right on Sasha and not on 
me so I threw it in the bin.  

There were certain foods which were good to eat in the bath: coco 
puffs in goat’s milk, sushi, sashimi, sorbet. Cold foods were 
soothing to eat while submerged in warm water. They were things 
I enjoyed the most. Ravi rarely came up to the attic, I never 
wanted him to.   

One evening returning to the house from the store, bringing in 
the groceries, I stopped on the landing and looked into my 
neighbour’s apartment. Ravi had texted me for the past three days 
from New York and I dropped my phone on the stairs as I was 
sending him an emoji of  a cube of  ice. I was carrying in two 
bottles of  champagne and a chocolate easter egg in a brown paper 
bag. These were my groceries. I drank champagne every day, 
except the weekends when I drank cocktails.  

The neighbour lay sleeping on a sectional couch in the middle of  
the room. His apartment was bathed in the luminous blue of  an 
underworld. A grey whale swam on the enormous flat screen t.v, 
sweeping tiny silver fish into its mouth. Below the huge television 
was a coffee table, on it stood a black bottle of  wine next to to a 
wheel of  cheese in a red wax rind and his tortoise-shell glasses. I’d 
not seen before him without his glasses on. It surprised me to 
think how frequently I saw him and how little I knew him. I 
wonder if  he thought of  the glasses as a disguise. 

The screen cast silver ripples across the walls. The living room was 
another world drenched in an underwater glow. I wondered if  he’d 
made himself  come before he fell asleep and I’d missed it. I 
wondered what porn he liked to watch. I wondered what he 
accidentally dreamt about.  
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The neighbour had one arm thrown over his face. His white t.shirt 
had ridden up and one leg of  his tracksuit bottoms was pulled up 
over his leg. He looked as though he’d been asleep for a long time.  

This was the neighbour who was studying for a job in nuclear 
medicine and had a limp. I was curious whether at some time he 
had learned to walk again. I’d have liked to have seen him in 
physio, wearing grey sportswear, learning how to walk again. He 
would have been focused on his recovery and not paying me any 
attention; hands gripping metal rails, concentrating on the work 
of  placing one foot in front of  the other. They would usually 
bring his food to him on the ward served on a metal tray so I 
would have asked him if  he would like to go to the cafeteria. He 
would wrap a towel around his neck and I would walk next to his 
wheelchair following the blue line down the corridor along the 
dark linoleum floor. In the elevator he would stand up and show 
me how tall he was and say, I look like I’m in worse shape than I am. 
And then he would tell me about how he was injured, and it 
wouldn’t be a fight in a bar with a stray bullet, but something 
heroic involving small children and a quarry. He would love the 
coffee they served in the canteen and want to show me how he 
liked to take it, with lots of  cream and sugar. He would take my 
hand across the table and his voice would change to something 
low and he’d ask me why my skin was so soft.  

He shifted his body slightly and began to breathe deeper. I was 
not supposed to see him sleeping like this. Sleep like this was a 
secret. The blue glow and the contracting jellyfish on the screen 
made him look as though he was asleep in a giant aquarium. It was 
a secret safe with me.  

Whatever age men are, in sleep they are always returned to the 
boys they once were.   

I pushed open the door to the kitchen. In those days I kept 
watercress on the windowsill growing on paper towel next to a  
pair of  sharp scissors. I trimmed a handful into my palm and ate  
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the leaves, crisp and bitter. I loved watching my neighbour sleep; I 
had to find something to put in my mouth. I imagined making an  
indoor hydroponic garden in here: sugar snap peas, lettuces, spring 
greens. The little watercress leaves were refreshing and crunchy. It 
was like biting in to a green field on the edge of  a salty blue ocean. 

The property manager in the garden below knelt on the grass 
cutting herbs. Sometimes people mistook for me for her. The 
property manager grew black grasses and orange dahlias, the kinds 
of  flowers that lasted all summer and almost into winter. She was 
a tenacious and organised kind of  person. She used a complicated 
irrigation system to water her vegetable garden: Belle de Fontenay, 
ox-heart carrots, arrowroot. She didn’t want to be mistaken for the 
woman who shopped for champagne in the middle of  the 
morning. She drank colourless teas and wore special suede leather 
gardening gloves.  

At night I roamed the house, lying on Hemmingway, Durrell, 
Blake — trying to find sleep. Ravi in Azerbaijan, layover, 
Singapore, transit, Minsk: a human man turned into little words 
on a small screen.  

I heated up coffee in a little pan on the stove. Ravi would make it 
like this for me after my  stretch at Soul Escape. I accidentally told 
him my real name when I came to his table during my first shift.   
  
“What are you doing here?” Ravi asked. He drank Laphroaig 
straight up, his tie loose around his neck. I knew better than to 
answer with the truth. 

The manager of  the club had a sunset painted on every nail: 
  
“Bring something low-key to change into on your way out. You 
don’t want anyone following you home. If  you’re on your period, 
cut the string to your tampon so they can’t see it. Only come out 
from behind the glass once they’ve paid. Never say you have  
change. Never leave your drink alone. Stand up straight. If  they  
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touch you the club charges you ten percent more as we risk 
getting fined.”   

I stood in a three foot wide glass box wearing heels and waited for 
the light to come on.  

The Escape closed at two in the morning but some of  the 
customers lingered outside. I changed into gym clothes and a big 
puffy coat with a hood. The Castle was three streets away. As soon 
as I set foot from the place I ran from the men and didn’t look 
back.  

The crash of  a garbage can being hauled over. The sound of  cans 
kicked across the tarmac growing distant. The entrance way of  
The Castle loomed ahead. I ran towards it through freezing rain. 

Ravi opened his front door in that weary kind of  way 
disappointed way. I didn’t know then that emotions can be 
purposely acted out, to manipulate the behaviour of  others.   

I needed to understand people better. The customers wanted 
someone to confide in — someone to talk to about their divorce, 
or the animal they’d hunted, or the movie they’d almost starred in 
— these were men who went to the gym and ate steak alone. They 
gifted me their secret fears and largest lies.  

I had a strict rule not to date customers. I broke my own promise 
to myself  for Ravi. He needed me to know he was different. 

He put the coffee on while I washed out my hair and lay down on 
the couch. He made a call downstairs and told them to bring food 
up. You could have eaten off  any surface in his house. Though of  
course we didn’t. 

Ravi wanted me to give up my job. Everyone wanted their pound 
of  flesh. He made me cry before I had to go to work.  
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“You’ve made your choice. Maybe one day I’ll get to be your 
choice.” 
He loved my tears. 
We were married on a deserted beach in the Yucatan.  

I wondered if  my neighbour doesn’t sleep in his bedroom any 
longer because he wanted me to watch him sleep. His couch was 
covered in little silver foil wrappers. I liked that he was messy: the 
thought of  it made me feel less anxious. I imagined he’d like it if  I 
spat in his face.  

When Ravi and I went to the gym the cleaners let themselves in 
and out of  the apartment. Every day. They watched for us on 
camera. We never saw them.  

The plains of  sub-saharan African appeared in a sweeping shot on 
the television. In the grassland a lion with a huge mane and great 
teeth devoured the flesh of  an animal.  

That was the first time I really felt it: a wave of  gratitude hit me 
with the thought that Ravi would one day be a part of  my past 
and that he’d remain there. The future felt good, it felt like I was 
the lion with a bloody mouth and I was also the gazelle with its 
insides torn.  

They say revenge is a dish best served cold. The lies I told Ravi 
were cool as they slid down the throat: nourishing, substantial. 
Nothing like the soft, vaporous truths with no thought given to 
them; unshaped and tasteless. 

Give me the well crafted art of  a lie. I’ll use your naked body as a 
plate.  

The lies for Ravi were cold crafted things; they came with a lab 
coat and precision instruments. There were others that came off  
the tongue with molten heat, sticky from the fire. 
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Nothing ever came of  the truth. Truth is a singular. There are no 
diamonds without facets. All the dullest things in the galaxy are 
without dimension.  

I make thick salted lies now: fresh from the ocean of  them: 
swallowed whole they move inside me.  

I brushed my teeth and got into new pyjamas: pink apples hand-
painted on silk. A mono-print: I was the only person in the world 
who had a pair of  pyjamas like this. I was bought things like these 
to make me feel special. I used to think I’d like that sort of  thing 
but it made me feel lonely.  

I changed into something plain instead and carried the duvet to 
the stairs. The neighbour next door was still asleep in his living 
room. Two thick panes of  glass separated us but he must have 
been only fifteen feet away.  

There’s something about observing intimacy behind glass.  

I made a little nest with the duvet on the landing where he could 
see me when he woke up.  

Just as I was about to drift off  I got up and went back to the 
kitchen and took out a little coffee cup, a croissant and the butter. 
I wanted to know if  he’d make my fantasies come true. I went 
back to the landing and set the food out at edge of  the window in 
a little row. The food formed a dotted line and I pulled the duvet 
to the end of  it so he could see me sleeping there when he woke 
up. The arrangement was an ellipsis that concluded with me. It 
was my invitation to breakfast, I wanted to make my intentions 
clear. 
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THE SNAIL BURDEN                                     TOM SANDERS 

Quán ốc don’t just sell snails; anything with a hard shell is on the 
menu. There are many stalls like this in Vietnam, but my favourite 
is in Da Lat. Of  course, it helps if  you like snail-eating – not 
everyone does. 

I can’t tell you the name of  this particular stall. Not for secrecy, 
but because it doesn’t have a name. All Da Lat’s snail stalls are on 
Nguyen Van Cu Street, you can spot them by the baby blue plastic 
chairs, graffiti on the wall, and the big trays of  different kinds of  
ốc: ốc mõ, ốc len, ốc giác, ốc hương (if  I knew the English 
translations, I would tell you.) 

Each of  my uncles and cousins has a favourite quán ốc, but I’m 
sure this one is the best. If  you have time, you should go to all of  
them, then pick your favourite. If  you’re on holiday, or in a rush, 
just close your eyes and pick. You can even imagine that we chose 
the same one.  

It’s about 11pm when we arrive, and Joseph looks cold. From up 
here, we can see the bright lights of  the city reflected on the lake, 
and two Da Lats, one standing tall, the other shimmering on the 
water’s surface.  

The locals say this mountain city has four seasons each day – 
spring in the morning, summer at midday, autumn in the evening, 
and winter at night. But the air from the snail stall is hot and thick, 
and the tables are full of  happy, noisy diners.  

The snail-eaters already have sauce on their fingers – soon, it will 
be on their arms, their shirts, their chins, their lips, their teeth. The 
tables are covered in stained wet napkins, half-eaten food, 
breadcrumbs from torn bánh mì, empty bottles. The servers scurry 
around, feet cracking on the thrown-away shells, bringing fresh 
beer, shots of  vodka, plates of  snails, mussels, clams, and oysters, 
keeping the shouting, half-drunk customers happy.  
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As we take our seats, we get some big stares, some small smiles – 
Joseph tall and unshaven, me with my bleached blonde hair (it was 
down to my waist back then) and my tattoos. Just another couple 
here for the famous Da Lat romance. 

“Is this it?” Joseph is staring nervously at a basket of  fat still-
moving crabs at the stall’s entrance, and I point at an empty spot 
on one of  the long tables before he has a chance to protest.  

“This is it.” 

We step inside and sit opposite each other, him holding the little 
plastic chair for me. He always looks funny on the tiny stools, but 
I hide my smile. I know that we both want this night to be a happy 
memory. For all the fighting, the screaming, the yelling, we have 
shared some of  the happiest times of  my life. And I think it will 
get better – the side of  him I love now is not the side I liked at 
first, but there is more of  this side of  him than I thought. He just 
doesn’t like to show it much. That’s something I understand. 

I point at the large woman behind the counter, shouting at her 
staff, scooping shellfish from their buckets, tossing them onto the 
grill to sizzle and spit.  

“We call this kind of  store ‘Snail Burden’ in Vietnamese. It’s 
because the owners carry the fresh snails up from the sea every 
day on their backs.” 

Silence. He looks thoughtful. 

“Just like a snail would,” I explain. 

I don’t think he heard me. He says: “Hmm. I suppose we’ve all 
carried the uh, ‘snail burden’. At one point in our life.” 

“No. Only the stall owner has to carry the stall.” 
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He’s about to say something, but before he speaks, a skinny young 
waiter appears, stares at my tattoos, then silently brings us the 
essentials for snail-eating –wet tissues, two bowls filled with salt, 
pepper, and chilli, two whole limes, and a serving of  fish sauce.  

I let Joseph stare hopelessly at the menu written on a large board 
overhead before I call another waiter back. 

“Anh Ơi!” 

We are on holiday and snails are cheap, so I order two glasses of  
home-made beer and a mountain of  food: fried snails, boiled 
snails, stuffed snails, snails grilled with salt and pepper, snails 
sauteed with lemongrass and chilli vinegar, fat snails fried with 
garlic butter, grilled oysters (with cheese), mussels with Thai sauce, 
steamed clams with tamarind sauce. 

I think snail eating is a bit like sex. You must be fully present, and 
there’s force and gentleness involved, tricks and tips, but really it’s 
all about committing to the job. Inside every shell is a little shy 
snail, and your goal is to get it into your mouth. Each snail has a 
unique technique – sometimes, you must suck, poke, tear, crack, 
lick, pick, and dig. Sure, you get a little two-pronged snail fork and 
even a snail shell cracker. Perhaps gently, perhaps with a forceful 
twist of  the two-pronged fork, perhaps with help from long 
fingernails, lips, teeth, and tongue. You can’t help but end up 
panting and full, maybe sweating slightly, with snail stains to 
remind you of  where you’ve been and what you’ve done.  

I get Joseph’s attention. He is looking around, somewhat 
nervously, at the snail-eaters and their mess. 

“Snail eating is perfect for conversation because you are either 
chewing the snail or getting them out. So, either listen or talk. On 
and off, up and down. Like music. And you drink beer between 
the snails, especially those that are spicy and salty.” 

“Like peanuts and a pint.”, 
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I don’t know what a pint is or why anyone would eat peanuts with 
them, so instead of  replying, I watch him struggle with the snail 
fork. I’d be lying if  I said I didn’t enjoy it. But I like that he will try 
anything, even if  it seems strange, risky, or dangerous to him. 
Although sometimes, maybe, that’s a bad thing too. 

I grab my fork. “Look. The meat is curled in the shape of  the 
shell, so you use the fork, make a kind of  … twist… Then remove 
the hard part – I don’t know how to call it – dip and eat.” 

He manages to get one out and puts it in his mouth.  

“Chewy.” 

“The sauce!” 

“Ah! Right. Thank you, baby.” 

He puts the next snail in the spicy sauce. It soaks it up like a 
sponge, and he seems to enjoy this one. 

“Did you remove the hard part?” 

His face tells the truth. He spits it out into a napkin. 

“I’m not gonna ask what that hard part is.” 

I laugh. “Good attitude,” I tell him. “Don’t ask – just eat.” 

“You know, in England, people make fun of  the French for eating 
snails.” 

“People make fun of  everything in England.” At least, that’s the 
impression he gives me.  

He nods. “True.”  
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“What’s funny about eating snails?” 

“Nothing, I suppose. It’s just different.” 

He grabs a lemongrass clam and slurps it. 

“Wait, was … snail-eating something the French introduced?” 

“Hah! Vietnamese have been eating snails for…” I pause. What 
would be a right number? “Ten thousand years!” I wave the snail 
fork to make my point. 

“Wow. That must have been a good day when you both realised 
you shared a passion for snails.” 

“French and Vietnamese? I don’t think that was a good day. 
Anyway, what do you think?  

“Of  what?” 

“The food.” 

He smiles, gives me a tender look. I know he just wants to enjoy 
the meal too. He has been unreliable recently, vanishing for days at 
a time, and sometimes I come to his place to find him still awake 
in the early hours, working on his stories or reading notebooks. 
He’s lost weight too. I am hoping the snails may fatten him up. 

He smiles. “They’re really good. Especially these little guys with 
the uh, coconut sauce. When I can get them out of  their shell. It’s 
a real experience. Thanks for bringing me here.”  

“You’re welcome.” 

“What are you doing with the shells?” 

“Same as everyone else.”  
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I toss a shell aside to show him, and he copies me. They land close 
to each other on the floor, which looks like the Mũi Né beach at 
low tide. Something about this night is making me think about the 
past, about memories I don’t usually pay attention to. I tear off  a 
hunk of  banh mi and take a long drink of  beer.  For a moment, 
there is just the sound of  chewing. 

“Now you know,” I tell him. “We eat anything here.” 

“I love it,” he says. “I love the food here.” 

Stab, dip, chew.  

“You know”, he says, “In England, we have black pudding. That’s 
when you take pig blood and fry it.” 

I think for a second. 

“Tiết canh.” 

“What?” 

“Fried duck blood. You serve it with cooked meat. They eat in 
Hanoi. Best when you have just killed the duck.” 

He looked a bit sad. I think he thinks I would be shocked by his 
“black pudding.” 

“Right, like that.” 

We’re interrupted by a woman selling bags of  mango slices and 
quail eggs. Joseph starts digging in his wallet for money, but I 
wave her off. 

“I guess you do eat anything. Didn’t you tell me you used to eat 
pig brains?” he says. “That’s how you got so smart, right?” 
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Something about the question pulls me further back into the past. 
I don’t know why he’s so obsessed with the stupid pig brains. I 
suppose it’s shocking to him. For most Vietnamese, pig brains are 
just another flavour, another texture. For me, I suppose, they do 
have a special meaning.  

Storytime. I don’t tell anyone this. My sister knows, and my ex, but 
not Joseph. I didn’t tell him, not that night, not ever, but I’ll tell 
you. Maybe it will help you understand. 

We moved to Saigon when I was a child, into a smaller house than 
the one in Mui Ne. I remember how small it felt, with mum and 
dad arguing, the TV blaring, music leaking through the walls from 
a nearby karaoke bar. When dad slammed the door, the whole 
house seemed to shake. And my baby brother, a little soft snail 
without his shell, crying like the sky was falling.  

I was raised in parts – part by my mum, part by my neighbours, 
part by my Auntie, part by YouTube and music, maybe even part 
by the cats. The new house made the cats nervous, and they 
crapped everywhere. I cleaned, I cooked (badly), I helped my little 
brother with his homework, his uniform, helped him shower, 
made sure he cleaned his little hairless dick and brushed his teeth 
twice a day.  

After my dad left, my mum started staying out later, drinking 
more. I could hear the neighbours talking about her (and me) 
when I wheeled my bicycle out to school. I learned to shut them 
out, to let the words bounce off  me. 

I didn’t know which mum I would get when she came home. 
Sometimes she would have little presents or hug me so tight that it 
hurt. Sometimes she would go straight to bed without speaking. 
Sometimes she would be alone, sometimes not, and I would stay 
in my room all day. Saigon still scared me then: bikes swerving up 
onto the sidewalk, street sellers with loudspeakers, roosters 
crowing, strange faces everywhere. I liked being under my covers  
with my headphones on, wrapping myself  up so tight I could  
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barely move. I felt safe then – like the rest of  the world was just a 
dream, a dream that seemed important once, but was already 
disappearing, becoming nothing, just like all other dreams do. 

I grew up, got better at looking after myself. Once, the postman, 
who liked staring, put his hand on me. I pushed him away and 
screamed. At school, the other students made fun of  me when I 
had messy clothes or my American accent when I spoke English, 
from hours of  music and YouTube. They were jealous, I spoke 
better than them. I learned how to be scary, kept myself  to myself, 
my headphones on, and perfected an expression that made people 
think twice before they talked to me. 

One thing never changed. My mum would come back at strange 
hours, often drunk, still in a tight dress or her leather jacket. But 
every night, she made sure the table was set for breakfast. I came 
downstairs before school, there it was: a glass of  milk, a manga 
comic, a bowl of  pig brains – oc trần lá ngải. I don’t think she ever 
forgot, not once. 

Here is a recipe, so that you can prepare pig brains at home.  

How to Prepare Pig Brains 

1. First, rinse the brains in cold water. This helps remove 
any bits of  bone left from when the skull is opened. It is 
impossible to get rid of  all of  the blood but you should 
do your best. 

2. Peel off  the thin layer (I think it’s called “filament”) from 
the outer surface. 

3. Next, soak them in lemon water (my mum used milk) for 
about 45 minutes. This will soften the membrane and 
make them easier to eat.  

4. Add cold water or broth and let the brains boil for ten 
minutes, stirring a bit. 

5. Put the brains in cold water. Then you can cook them as 
you like. 
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Every morning, I would sip the milk so that the little white 
moustache was on my top lip. With one hand, I would open the 
comic, and with the other, hungrily spoon the brains into my 
mouth. The right recipe relaxes them, makes them delicate – 
almost like cheese. They fall apart in my mouth like scrambled 
eggs. The taste is creamy and savoury, even a bit like butter. But if  
you pay attention. there is another flavour underneath, a bitter 
taste, like liver, or metal, or blood.  

A sip of  milk, a spoon of  brains, and another manga adventure. 
Every morning, day after day, like the sun rising in the smoggy 
sky. So yeah, for me, pig brains are something special. But I don’t 
know why they are for him. 

“Thuy?” 

I realise I have been lost in thought, but my hands are using the 
shell cracker to crack snail shells, and my mouth is busy chewing. 
Joseph is staring at me.  

“Are you ok?” 

“I’m fine.” I turn on my smile, raise my hand for more beer. 
“Enjoying the food. Your mum didn’t give you pig brains?”  

“Only if  I had been a very good boy.” 

“Really?”  

“No,” he replies, and now he’s smiling, and I’m frowning.  

“You don’t know anything,” I tell him. I feel heat rising under my 
skin. I want to tell him that pig brains are good for neurological 
diseases too, but I decide not to, partly because I am worried 
about how to say “neurological.”  
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“My mum gave me brains because she thought I was smart,” I say 
instead. “Because I started reading manga when I was young, and 
I was good at English, and I got good marks in school – when I 
tried.” I didn’t mention that I later learned the Vietnamese 
expression “you should eat what you lack.” After that, I thought 
differently about the breakfast, about the brains.  

He is an English teacher, of  course. Lots of  these foreign teachers 
are losers, that’s no secret,  but he tries hard, cares about the kids, 
makes me laugh with his stories. His favourite students are the 
little fat boys who look like old men, wise and sad, disappointed in 
their classmate’s behaviour. He sometimes pretends to be the fat 
boy, looking out at the class, shaking his head slowly: “Teacher… I 
am sorry. They are very bad today.” It always makes me laugh. 

But I am not in a laughing mood. For some reason, I tell him 
about the time a teacher had hit me with a ruler on the back of  
my hand, so hard he had drawn blood. He stares back at me. I 
almost giggle at his expression but keep it in. 

“Your clams will get cold,” I say. 
   

“I’ve never seen any of  the Vietnamese teachers do that.” 
  

“They don’t do it when you are around. The school tells them not 
to.” 

  
“I’ve seen them bang the table with the ruler. I didn’t know they 
uh, hit the kids too.” 

I was going to reply, but he looked like he had something else to 
say. 

  
“I remember once, a boy in my class – mischievous type. He kept 
grinning and talking and singing. I went outside for a cigarette, 
and when I came back, the teacher had taped the kid’s mouth shut 
with a Coca Cola label. He was sitting there with the saddest  
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expression on his face, with his mouth completely covered. I don’t 
think it was the first time.” 

That’s not much of  a story, I think, but I say nothing. 

“So, brains are just a normal food here?” 

Again, with the damn brains. 

“Yes. They’re good for you. Pig brain and moxa are both good to 
make you calmer, too.” 

  
He looks thoughtful. “What the hell is moxa?”  
I think about it, popping another little snail into my mouth. To 
explain moxa I have to explain ten other things, things I don’t even 
know if  I understand myself. And even if  I explain those ten 
things, will he really understand what I tell him? I wish he hadn’t 
started talking about the pig brains in the first place. 

“Moxa is a healthy, uh… herb.” 

“Herb”, he corrects me, pronouncing the “huh” sound at the 
start.  Then he says “sorry. I can’t help it.” 

“Whatever. It’s a little bit bitter, but with an uh, calm 
characteristic.” 

“Like you,” he says, smiles, raises his hand for another beer. 
  

I think about scooping his brains out, removing the membrane, 
and poaching them. Instead, I place the snail fork on the table and 
burp loudly. It probably smells like snails. Joseph gives me a look, 
and I smile with real pleasure.  

   
I would have done it all over again. Every glass of  milk, every 
spoon of  brains. This is my life, my history, this is what made me 
who I am. It’s my history, my story/ My body, my skin, my hair,  
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it’s all made of  pig brains and milk and snails, and I don’t want it 
to be any different. That was real love, that was dedication, that 
was my childhood. I wanted to tell him. That’s what made me who 
I am, no kind words and kisses, just milk, manga, and my mother’s 
pig brains.  

“You’re never more Vietnamese than when you’re burping up 
snails,” he says, but the smile is there, under his skin, flickering on 
and off  like the lightbulbs hanging overhead. Around us, they are 
starting to close. The snail-eaters are full and happy; the 
conversations are growing quieter, more serious, the night air is 
getting cold. We watch, as the owners start to take the stall apart. 
Tomorrow they will go to the river and carry their snail burdens 
on their backs again, silently climbing through the steep Da Lat 
streets. 

“Let’s go”, I said, and he nodded. 
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God doesn’t mind about the small deaths: 
they’re taps turning off. 
So when rain was brought forth 
like rice, and everywhere a wedding, 
I took you from my future 
and let myself  back in.  
That railway line I’ve crossed; 
the station passed. Forgive me, 
your love built on my silence couldn’t last. 
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I went back to the landing and set the food out at edge of  the window  
oil on paper 

11” x 16” 
Rupa Wood 

39



40



A FOOD Q&A: 
FALLACIES & 
FIGMENTS 

MAI SERHAN & 
NUR TURKMANI 

41



A FOOD Q& A: FALLACIES AND FIGMENTS 
MAI SERHAN & NUR TURKMANI 

Mai, do you remember the first time you had food 
poisoning? 
  
I don’t, but I imagine it being the fault of  a fig, or a fib. The fruit 
was a lie and so was I. Desire-design is never a benign thing, it’s 
not something you uncover. I was naked, or so I wanted him to 
believe, sitting slinky in a bright black dress. Small in my head, big 
in his eyes, watching me dine on fruit-flesh, a purple-red bruise 
over a bed of  bad seeds. I sucked the skin. You know you’re not 
supposed to eat the skin, he said. Everywhere around us silverware 
clinking and non-smoking signs for the brave hearts. I didn’t tell 
him then that a fig is part figment and part flower, and that the 
flower envelopes a sunless space to bare seeds. 
  
A closed world of  matrimony/ No scent to the outside world. 

I imagine he didn’t know Andre Gide. 
  
At this point, I stopped thinking of  edible flowers. The fig now 
gutted inside my dimming space was a bruise that brewed. Seeds 
or maggots or poisoned birch pollen swelled, and I needed a bed 
where I could flare in all the hues fuck freely. A grainy room, a 
glaring light, and big strokes of  black and blonde heads, and his 
eyes, his eyes, big on me when I needed a vine most. 
  
I love skin, I said, another fib finally, dreadfully. 

OK, now Nur, you tell me: a rooftop, two lovers and two 
edibles. What happens next? 
  
Next, we lay on a ground, stare at a sky. Electronic music 
disorients me & I’m too stoned to protest his playlist. The 
shadows of  plants dance on the walls. I turn to look at him: his 
elongated nose, the bump on his forehead. As though sensing my 
gaze, his eyes open. Instead of  me, he reaches for the pot 
brownie.  
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‘Chocolate with a touch of  rosemary,’ he says after a bite. Earlier 
this morning, I told him he has a problematic relationship with 
language, that he uses his strong command of  it to deceive. What 
I actually wanted to say was: Be weak around me, will you, please. 

He chews slowly & then continues, still not looking at me, ‘Don’t 
you find it difficult to describe the taste of  things?’ He turns the 
edible over in his hand. ‘I mean, I can describe touch–what it feels 
like to hold this. Delicate, can easily crumble.’ He moves into a 
seated position. The sole of  his left shoe faces me like a full stop. 
‘Vision is even easier,’ he continues. ‘The shape of  those two 
women in the building ahead, look, the blackness that surrounds 
this city. But something about the sense of  taste requires a 
dependence on adjectives that always seem to need more 
adjectives. Rosemary tastes lemony. Lemon tastes zesty. You see? 
The process of  describing taste is sticky and unfulfilling.’ 

He has one final bite, I wonder how high he needs to be. I am 
already rolling like a marble & what is he on about? Lemon is 
sharp, acidic. Rosemary has a woody aftertaste. He lays back down 
beside me, I keep my eyes open. Minutes pass, hours, I’m not sure. 
‘Was that whole speech a metaphor for our relationship?’ I ask 
stupidly. I’ve been trying to ask that question for a while but it 
only crawls out my mouth now. He tells me to stop making 
everything about myself. Says it in good humor but I know he 
means it. 

A breeze, marbles spinning on concrete, & then an image invades 
me like a migraine. My mother’s gorgeous set of  white plates from 
that shop in Clemenceau. The plates breaking, in minutes, hours, 
I’m not sure. How my mother had thought it a good omen. How 
she replaced them all with a cheeky smile from the cheap shop 
downstairs. I look at him, crumbs on his belly, tiny & trailing. I sit 
up. 
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Mai, here’s another one for you: What was the best meal 
you’ve ever had? 
  
It was snow. 
  
I was in Johnson, Vermont when I earlied myself  out of  bed 
sheets at 6am. Outside my window, anniversaries were everywhere, 
merry and falling and flaking like cloud crumble. By my porch, a 
bench sat glazed in icing under a holly tree and icicle berries. I 
wondered about the icicles, how rain can freeze mid-drip, as if  
stunned by the berries.    

Back in spring, those benches were where girls like confection sat 
in mismatched bikinis crazed with cravings. Back in spring, the 
boy-gents sat on the sidewalks sipping beer and reading gloomy 
Irish poets they wanted to be. In the afternoon, all the girls and 
boys stripped down to burst like water bombs into the Gihon 
River. Everywhere above them a sky bed of  maple leaves and sun 
syrup. It was exactly like the postcard picture, the one I had picked 
from Ebenezer Books. Holding it now in my gloved hand, I 
wondered, why do springs die so young? 
  
I left spring in the postcard on my bedside table, and hurried 
myself  into the winter where all was still, and yet still 
ceremonious. On my walk, I saw slushed sidewalks lounged like 
rabbit fur, and I knew. Nur, I knew there was nothing solitary 
about snow, that time when still is distilled space. 
  
I had been in Vermont for a week and still hadn’t found the 
Gihon River. So I walked over the bridge, crunching crystals 
under my feet, determined to find it when it found me first. 
Under the bridge, an indigo puddle amongst ice sheets. Can you 
believe it, all this time, I had been crossing over, assuming the 
ground under was road, when it was river? Or was it in sub-zero 
weather, with no water under the bridge, nothing to disturb that 
peace? 
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That universe, that snow globe crumbling clouds, covering me 
whole. I opened my mouth, welcomed the weather, the wind gusts 
and how they shaped the journey of  each snowflake differently. 
There, landing on my tongue, in my vast valley, was a feast. 

Talking about food and places, Nur, describe to me a taste 
that takes you to a place you left long ago. 

Your winter was my summer, some years ago too. I chased love 
like a racoon. Explosive the way mulberries are, making a song of  
everything I touched. That June, a man handed me cheese to taste. 
It was after we’d lost our way to Kefraya, again & again, but the 
drive through Ammiq could have stunned you into surrender. 
Green was the color of  my god. Green was the color of  another 
man’s eyes, the one with color-coded bookshelves in Sodeco who 
gave me Bluets & told me I’d find something in it & it’s true, I did. 
All the months were tender, the way a tongue can be. July & a 
woman with big hair crossed Rue Gouraud, prosecco a clutch in 
her hands. Another woman touched my fingers on the red couch 
before we fell asleep. The red couch, the many nights it 
supervised. Nothing could come close to Beirut on Sundays, how 
the chairs unfolded under the sun the way origami does. How its 
streets seemed to be saying, here, here, take one more. On 
Gemmayze’s stairs a man with unfinished braids read me a poem 
from his phone, told me he’s tired of  running. It was in the heat 
of  August, I asked him to stay though I can’t tell if  he did. The 
months were impermanent, the way a gaze can be. I flung my 
body like fairy lights zigzagging a tree. I swallowed the summer 
like a seed. That was how I repaid my debts, how I pled guilty. On 
Gemmayze’s stairs a man said this wasn’t working out, & I 
searched for him the next evening, through the corners & into the 
bar.  
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Haircuts for the unruly: 
Snap peas screech  
as I slice verdant 
topknots, pods grumbling 
and slipping free  

of  the small blade. 
My brother has it easy 
dicing the viscera 
of  purple shallots 
his larger knife groaning 

with each descent 
on the cutting board.  
I puncture the drone 
of  his steel with mine 
three pitchy chops  

to his bass tone. 
My naughty litter 
all too eager to forgo 
their greening toenail 
still cling to the roof  

of  their shell, an anchor 
to their birth. How very 
human, clinging to an origin 
in defiance of  their final, 
scalding future.  
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The screen flared up as blood bloomed on Natalie’s finger. 
“Good morning! We are  processing your data for you,” chimed 
that familiar, cheery voice. Her mother placed a hand  on 
Natalie’s head, a gesture her daughter associated with getting 
good grades, or bringing  home a stolen Power Bar. On the 
screen, two green gears moved slowly over a white  background. 
Processing, processing…    

Removing her hand from the tester, Natalie regarded the device 
that would save her:  two handprints on the wall at either side of  
the screen, a gray “1” printed on the right hand, a  “2” on the 
left. When Natalie was younger, the Kitchen Hands meant an 
ordinary kind of   magic; a screen and two palms and a voice 
who would address her someday – when she was  taller, maybe. 
When she knew how stuff  worked. That fateful day had come 
sooner than  she’d expected, but not without warning.  

There’d been sore eyes in the house over the last few weeks, 
which turned to empty  looks, then hungry ones. That’s how 
Natalie knew Dad had been ‘let go’ without Mom  having to tell 
her. Well, that and the fact they were getting fewer rations now. 
Goodbye to Dad’s B. Buns, Mom’s Vitapills, or Natalie’s Pink 
Milk, which every girl her age had to take for ‘optimal 
growth’ (Dad) and ‘clear skin’ (Mom).  

The let-go had been obvious this time, the hunger so striking 
that Natalie finally got the joke Dad always made in those rare 
busy mornings– when he’d wear his nice suit and  eat Mom’s 
Power Bar as well as his own (not as good for the brain as a B. 
Bun, but it would  have to do) before rushing out, “Off  to the 
lab!”. It was funny because Dad decidedly wasn’t off  to the lab.  
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Or not anymore, at least.   

Being able to realize this by herself  was a little victory for Natalie. 
Her world felt somewhat less foggy now, but there was still so 
much of  the world left to unravel. Like: Where did Dad really go 
in his nice suit? Or: Why did he leave so happy and come back so 
sad? Or: Why did Mom scream at him when he was sad, and why 
did he scream at Mom? Didn’t Dad realize bad things happened 
when he screamed at Mom? He was meant to be smart, a scientist, 
so why didn’t he hear the soft shuffle of  slippers after dark, or the 
crinkly sound of  discarded wrappers, or Mom’s gentle, muffled 
sobs? He always sounded inexplicably surprised, even betrayed in 
the morning, when their yells woke Natalie up. They carried all 
the way from the kitchen. Mom’s voice:  I’m so sorry. So, so sorry. 
Dad’s voice: You are going to kill us all.  

That’s how the scene played out most mornings, including this 
one: The slam of  the  front door, Mom crying, Natalie 
trembling in bed, sinking her nails into the sides of  her gut. 

  
The bite of  the Kitchen Hands’ needle had come and gone 
faster than she could feel it, but the sight of  a red, watery bead 
on the tip of  her finger still made Natalie whimper. Her 
mother’s hand dropped from her head. “Don’t be a baby. Just 
suck on it.” She did. A rich, metallic taste filled her mouth: the 
taste of  blood and, Natalie knew, the taste of  breakfast. 
Rations would come in a week, her mother had told her, 
waking her up from her pretend-sleep with a rare kiss. “But, the 
pantry, baby…” Uh oh. Baby. “The pantry’s empty.” Natalie 
had known, really, but that didn’t keep her stomach from 
dropping. Mom had raided the kitchen before, but rarely so 
thoroughly, and never such a long time before rations were  
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meant to come. So the blood would have to do, she concluded. 
It wasn’t that bad. 

“We’ve got a new user I see!” Chimed the voice, reclaiming 
Natalie’s attention. The  gears disappeared from the screen, 
replaced by a pair of  waving hands. “Welcome to Kitchen 
Hands by Genomax: live healthy, live happy. What would you 
like me to call you?”  

Silence. Natalie wanted to answer, but her bloody finger was 
taking up too much  space in her mouth, and it was not about to 
come out. The taste was starting to become almost  sweet, her 
stomach grumbling for more, and so she was sucking, sucking, 
sucking. Mom slapped the hand out of  her mouth. “You deaf? 
Answer!”  
“I’m Natalie!” She cried, startled, the taste of  iron already 
fading from her tongue.  
“You’re… Natalie,” echoed the voice. “Did I get that right?”  
“Um, yes.”  

The machine was beaming. “It’s lovely to meet you Natalie! 
Could you please  confirm the rest of  these details for me?” 
Presently, the waving hands disappeared and a list  showed up 
on the screen. Name: Natalie, Age: 8, Sex: Female, Allergies: 
Seafood. 
“What’s ‘seafood’?”  
“It’s from before,” Mom half-answered. She had moved away 
from Natalie now, resting her body against the kitchen sink. She 
looked exhausted, as she always did, lacking Vitapills: a tan, brittle 
woman of  30 going on 50, steep and angular like an arrow topped 
by a spring of  messy hair. She flicked her wrist, “Ignore her”.  
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Natalie nodded and pretended to read through the details but, 
really, she was thinking  about seafood. Seafood. Then her 
tummy grumbled. She confirmed her details.  

“Fantastic!” sang the machine. Then numbers flooded the screen 
alongside long,  complicated words: hemoglobin, leptin, 
magrosugars, lipoproteins. They made Natalie dizzy. 
   
“As you can see,” the Kitchen Hands continued, “While your 
caloric intake per day is  sufficient, you should also take care to 
include more protein in your diet. Meat, beans, and  cheese are all 
great sources of  protein.”  
“Mom, what’s che-”  
“Ignore. Her.”  
The machine continued: “Genomax does not recommend the 
use of  appetite-altering mRNA supplements on young ladies 
like yourself  unless parental permission is-”  
“I’m the parent. Permission granted.”  
“Fantastic! Please place your left hand on the shaded area 
marked ‘2’, Natalie,”  instructed the voice. But Natalie did not 
hear it. She was elsewhere now, her mind inundated  with the 
newfound strangeness of  the Kitchen Hands, with odd, new 
sounds, new bends in a  twisting world: leptin, cheese, mRNA.  
“Go on!” coaxed her mother.  
Protein, hemoglobin, caloric intake.  
“Natalie?”  

Magrosugars, lipoproteins, seafood – really? Did things really live 
in the ocean  before? Did they taste good? “Oh, for God’s sake!” 
And with that Mom pushed herself  away from the sink, yanked 
her daughter’s hand, and slammed it against the hand print. Prick.  
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Pain. A red, runny dot. “All done! Thank you, and have a happy, 
healthy day.” The voice faded. The screen went dark, the kitchen 
quiet. Natalie stared at the blood  on her finger. Blinked. Then 
she heard a sob. Arms like twigs wrapped around her body, bird’s 
nest hair brushed against her eyes. “I’m sorry baby. I’m sorry, so 
sorry,” Her mother  wept, practically begged. “The hunger’s 
gonna stop now baby, for good. I promise…”. Natalie hugged 
her mother back – but only with her right hand. The left was in 
her  mouth, of  course. She knew she couldn’t waste the blood, 
and sucked. 
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I 
“I wish you were more like the scarecrow,” my wife says. “The 
scarecrow is such a good listener,” she says. She’s been talking to 
it, out there in the garden. There are no tomatoes or tulips or any 
of  the things she promised to grow, but she’s happy to tell the 
scarecrow all the things she apparently can’t tell me. There’s just 
something about it that lets her get it all out. 

All this, she manages to say with a smile. Happy anniversary. 

I squeeze the bouquet of  roses I’m holding; thorns prick my palm 
and the underside of  my fingers, and a faint warmth pools in my 
hand. I turn away and look out the bedroom window. The 
scarecrow is down there, standing as though it’s done nothing 
wrong.  

I remind her that I moved to the suburbs for her. I remind her I 
transferred to another firm for her. I want to be furious at her; I 
know I was the one driving that night but— “I’ll fix everything,” I 
say. “Give it time. Please. I love you.” 

After swallowing a briar of  silence, I toss the bouquet onto the 
bed, throw on my robe and head downstairs. I open the screen 
door leading out of  the kitchen and walk into the backyard. 
There’s not much beyond our deck—just some tilled soil and the 
scarecrow propped up in the center. 

I pull the deck chair to the edge and have a seat. Hours go by, but 
studying the homewrecker yields nothing I don’t already know. 
Dark brown vinyl hat. Red flannel shirt. Faded blue jeans. Arms 
stretched across the post and a face as blank as a canvas. 
How can Liza prefer to spend her time with something that has a 
broomstick stuck up its ass? 

I consider going back inside. I look through the kitchen window.  
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She’s there, perched on the windowsill in that clementine cardigan  
she likes so much. Probably waiting to have another chat. Swap 
secrets. 

I’ll stay on guard all night if  that’s what it takes. 

No one moves. The scarecrow stands there, moon at its back 
while my face grows longer, my back hunches, and my eyelids 
become heavier than a freight train. 

Everyone clears a path to the center of  the dance floor. It’s been a long time 
coming—this, our most special day. I hold Liza close as we gently sway back 
and forth. Her hand brushes against my cheek. Chet Baker's rendition of  
My Funny Valentine drifts by my ear but it’s too far away and blurred at 
the edges. She always did look beautiful in white. 

The sun creeps up and wakes me. Must’ve had the dream again. I 
take a sharp inhale and the cold morning air stings my nostrils. 
With a shiver I pick myself  up, adjust the belt of  my robe, and 
head back inside. Liza’s already waiting for me in the kitchen, still 
wearing that cardigan. I’m not surprised; it’s her favourite for a 
brisk autumn morning. It’s already after seven o’clock. I better 
hustle if  I’m going to get to work on time. We exchange smiles as 
I get the coffee started. 

II. 

Alice comes into my office. “I’m worried about you,” she says. 
“The bags under your eyes are big enough to swallow the world,” 
she says. 

I tell her I’ve been having trouble sleeping. With a sigh she rests 
her hand on mine. She’s got something in her eye. She says she’s 
here for me. That I haven’t been the same since the accident. 

“Liza really was wonderful,” she says. 
Is. 
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Liza is wonderful. 

III. 

“I need to leave,” Liza confesses. “You’re not the man I fell in 
love with.” 

Another week has gone by before she tells me this. Another week 
in the garden. Another week of  keeping an eye on the scarecrow 
while she watches from the kitchen, draped in clementine.  

I confront her head on, asking what exactly has changed, pleading 
for her to talk to me. “I can fix it,” I say. “I just want things to go 
back to the way they were.” I try to swallow the silence again but 
the briar gets stuck in my throat. Whisky fails to wash it down. My 
fists tighten. Tears well under my eyes. I stare out the window. If  
she won’t give me answers…  

I grab a knife before going into the backyard. A couple of  strides 
later I’m in the shadow cast by the brim of  the scarecrow’s hat. I 
take the knife and carve into one side of  the scarecrow’s face. The 
burlap offers no resistance as I drag the blade across. Tearing the 
taut fabric fills my ears with song. A mouthful of  straw bursts 
from the gash. Now talk, you smiling bastard. A stray piece of  
straw is carried off  by a passing breeze but not a word falls from 
that gifted grin. I take my usual place, sitting on the deck chair, 
and watch the scarecrow bathe in moonlight. 

It twitches in the odd wind and smiles at me. I don’t like seeing it 
happy. It doesn’t deserve to be. Unable to take anymore, I let my 
eyes close and shield myself  from its taunting visage. 

IV. 

I can taste the dream this time. It tastes like sponge cake and buttercream. 
Liza’s fingers brush against my tongue. We’re smiling. We’re laughing. All 
our family and friends can’t get over how amazing she looks. “Like an angel  
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slipping into its wings,” they say. When we dance it’s as though she’s not even 
touching the floor. Cameras flash. The band really starts to swing as others 
pour onto the dance floor. She places her hand over my heart. “It belongs to 
you,” I whisper.  

V. 

Alice nudges me awake. “You fell asleep at your desk again,” she 
says. A coffee appears by my face. Her hand rests on my shoulder. 
As I lift my head her hand travels up my neck and cradles my 
cheek, scraping along the stubble. My face must feel like 
sandpaper.  
“Are you ok?” she asks. 
I pull away from her hand. 
“No, I’m not ok,” I say. 
My arm sweeps across the desk, sending the coffee crashing 
against the wall. She jumps. I yell for her to get out. Colleagues get 
up from their seats and try to look into my office. Phones are left 
ringing. Alice backs away. Her hand fumbles as she searches for 
the doorknob, her trembling eyes locked on mine. After the door 
shuts behind her, another couple of  seconds pass before my eyes 
close and I drift away, back to my wedding day. 

I feel it all again: the sponge cake in my mouth, Liza’s fingers brushing 
against my tongue. But something’s different. The cake is stringy and coarse. 
And the taste. Not at all like buttercream. More like rot. It festers. And she 
keeps feeding me by the handful. I try to get away and spit it all out but she 
shoves more and more and more into my mouth.  
“You’re wasting away,” she says. “You’ve gotten so skinny,” she says. “Even 
my mother has noticed.”  

The cameras are in our face. The tones from the saxophones stagnate and veer 
away from any kind of  melody and the whole band settles into a monotonous 
beating. As the rhythm slows and flatlines, Liza’s hand smacks against my 
chest and a dull thud echoes throughout the hall. 
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VI. 
My eyes snap open. My mouth is full. There’s a knock at the door. 
I lean over the side of  my desk and retch. A sopping pile of  straw 
joins the coffee half-dried on the floor. 
“We need to talk,” my boss says. 
“In a minute,” I reply. 
I claw out the straw clinging to the inside of  my cheek. 
I roll off  my chair, stumble, then run out of  my office, past my 
boss and into the bathroom. I throw open the tap and stick my 
head under the running water.  
Fill.  
Spit.  
Fill.  
Spit. 
Over and over until I finally vomit in the sink. 

VII. 

“They fired you because you have no heart,” Liza says. 

VIII. 

Alice comes by as I’m cleaning out my desk. “I’m sorry,” she says. 
I tell her I’m sorry too. For yelling at her. She forgives me. “Maybe 
it’s just temporary. Maybe they’ll give you your job back after you 
get better.” She’s always been an optimist.  

Before she leaves she asks—if  it’s ok with me—if  she can give me 
a ride home and drop by tomorrow morning, just to check on me. 
“I appreciate your concern,” I say. “But—” and that’s when she 
insists. “Fine,” I say. “Thank you.” 

IX. 

I hear it when I first walk through the door: A heartbeat. My 
heartbeat. It’s like a signature, or knowing a song after hearing the  
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first chord. I storm through the living room and see Liza in the 
kitchen. Wearing that damn clementine cardigan again.  

I throw open the screen door to the backyard and stop dead in my 
tracks. The scarecrow is leaning over onto the deck. My heartbeat 
thunders between my ears. The scarecrow is still smiling; its 
shadow stretches across the deck and bleeds into the kitchen.  

It has my heart; I know it does. 
I tackle it to the ground. 

I reach up into its smile and pull down as hard as I can. The skin 
around my neck grows taut. The screams force their way out, 
burning my throat. Straw flies to the tilled earth. 

GIVE IT BACK GIVE IT BACK GIVE IT BACK. 

After I rip its face apart I turn my attention to the torso, clawing 
at the flannel shirt, the flesh underneath. Is Liza watching?—
Should I care?—I couldn’t stop even if  I wanted to and I don’t 
want to I WANT IT BACK I WANT IT BACK I WANT IT 
BACK. 

The scarecrow’s arms splinter and break. They envelop me. When 
I open the scarecrow’s chest it’s full of  maggots swimming in 
straw. I rake it out one handful after another despite having 
unearthed a foul stench reminiscent of  my office floor. But 
something’s not right. I should have reached the bottom long ago
—why is there only more straw? Just straw and maggots over and 
over until finally I see it, there, off  in the distance, floating in a 
shimmering void. My heart. 

X. 

It feels as though I’m staring down a vast well, dark and damp, 
with a howling wind circling out the column. Maggots crawl over 
my heart but it’s still there, beating. I stretch as far as I can but it  
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moves farther and farther away, just beyond my grasp. I lower 
myself  into the scarecrow’s body. My arms first, then my head, my 
shoulders. Maggots begin to crawl all over me. Still, my heart lies 
outside my reach, so I continue to sink further into the void until 
I’m surrounded by darkness. 

I’ve fallen in. The wind whips past my ears. 

I reach out for my heart one last time as I plummet. I catch it, and 
feel the beating of  wings as I draw it closer to my chest. I curl 
myself  up into a ball and close my eyes like a child afraid of  the 
dark. 

XI. 

The cawing of  a crow wakes me. I’m lying face down on a bed of  
bones. They rattle as I push myself  up. The left side of  my face 
and body are covered in sand. A muted orange colour. Am I dead? 
Where are my clothes?  

I stand, naked, ignoring the pain in my chest. 

The light in this desert is dim, but it’s enough to see the crow 
perched on the scarecrow just ahead of  me. I dust myself  off, 
coughing, and shake off  the last of  the maggots, somehow 
remaining steady. I stare up at the sky but can’t find the sun. 
Hunched over and holding myself, I do my best to walk, sliding 
one foot after the other through the sand. A slight wind that 
sounds like Liza’s voice caresses my face. Let me go, I hear it say. 

The crow looks down at me as I approach, cocking its head from 
one side to the other. It caws again before flying off. Not a 
thought crosses my mind before I find myself  peeling off  the 
scarecrow’s clothes. Dark brown vinyl hat. Red flannel shirt. 
Faded blue jeans. I button up the shirt and wrestle with the pants.  
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They fit at least. I toss the hat to the ground. It falls at the foot of  
a throne of  sand and broken time. The crow perches at the apex,  
where a figure wearing a crown of  bone is sitting. I lean forward, 
clutching my sore and bruised chest, squinting and struggling to 
get a glimpse of  whoever that is, casting such a deep shadow in 
this desert without a sun. 

XII. 

I wake up in my own bed. Alone. Wearing the scarecrow’s clothes.  

I stare across the sheets, past the bouquet of  wilted roses. The 
picture of  Liza sits on the bedside table. It hurts to breathe but I 
let out a sigh before reaching over and picking it up. Her smile, 
forever frozen behind the glass. “I miss you,” I say. I roll onto my 
back and hold the frame up towards the ceiling as the morning 
sun peers in through the window. Her picture has never felt so 
light. 

The doorbell rings. I check the clock on the nightstand. Must be 
Alice. I begin to get up but something wriggles on my chest. Not a 
beat passes before I reach in through the neck of  the flannel shirt. 
My hand lingers. I smile as I recognize the beating; it’s music. I 
pull out my hand and open it. 

In my palm rests a maggot, as white as the bones in the valley. 
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Lobsters line the table like blushing voyeurs on this, 

our central wooden sea. You are writing as you enter, 

  

as if  you wrote it this way. You always write me into this,  

you enter stage left, lift legs round back, clasp mouth shut,  

  

lobster claw, you make me feel like I will break in half,  

in this water your kiss is too cold to kill me properly. 
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My story began on All Saints Eve, that ancient night of  harvest 
ritual and feast before the coming dark months.  

I heard shouts and glanced through a window. Down the lane, 
men marched towards our cottage, their forms hazy in the smoke 
of  their torches. A dozen or so drunk shepherds waved their 
flames and yelled for my lady’s blood. Their leader was John 
Bastwick, a greasy, sneering man, of  shaggy beard and fifteen 
stone—a herder whose dedication to Godliness increased by each 
swig of  whiskey. He had incited the mob to cleanse our village of  
recent evils. With murder in their hearts, the mob approached 
Grunilla’s thatched cottage—my home, and we were invaded by 
the charcoal stench of  the torches. 

“The woman bears the mark of  the beast. She and her little black 
Satan,” Bastwick shouted 

“Her evil eye caused our flocks to die,” a man shouted. The 
herders of  Lower Slaughter pounded gnarled staffs against our 
door. Bastwick’s voice vaulted above the tumult. “Show yourself, 
woman.”   

“Burn her. Burn her beast. Purge our shire,” came the shouts. 

How could a scoundrel like Bastwick bring ignorant men to a 
boil? For many days famine had strangled our village. Sheep fell 
dead with black tongues. Pastures went dry and brown. Calves 
were stillborn. Men, being as they are, had to have a reason for 
their suffering. And John Bastwick gave them a holy reason. 
Bastwick claimed my lady—the dear, white-haired, bone-thin 
Grunilla whose hunchback evoked fear and contempt in the 
village—had practiced black arts. He accused her of  invoking the 
devil’s hand in Lower Slaughter, our village, in Gloucestershire. It 
was all too easy for men to despise her. 
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My lady practiced good magic, used her healing powers to help 
those in need, selling elixirs at market for those suffering fever or  
boils. Though not a church goer, she exuded kindness in her soft 
voice and healing touch. John Bastwick hated and feared my lady 
ever since she saw him steal whiskey at market. And now his 
vicious mob, like some great ship on fire, would not be turned 
from their need for blood.  

And my attachment to old, blue-eyed Grunilla? Years ago, 
Grunilla had pulled me from the village well, where I had been 
tossed as a helpless kitten, wrapped in burlap. She loved me 
despite my shriveled back leg, my burden of  birth. And though I 
never knew why—I like to believe it was love—with her powers 
Grunilla gave me the gift (or was it the curse?) of  reason—an 
ability I agreed never to reveal. 

No time remained. Grunilla’s thoughts came to me like bolts of  
lightning. “Save yourself  little dear. I give you a thousand lives. But 
seek revenge upon the descendants of  John Bastwick. Swear you’ll 
do this!”  

“I swear,” I answered in my mind. But her request baffled me. 
Never had the kind woman shown malice or revenge towards a 
soul. Perhaps she sought justice. 

She placed me on a back window stone ledge. After one sweet kiss 
from Grunilla, I lept. I hobbled into the darkness and from a 
distance behind heard faint shouts for my lady’s blood. After 
running as far as my deformed leg allowed, I turned in the woods 
to see flames leap orange against the black sky—an All Saints sky.  

I knew then my lady was gone.  

In that same oak forest, I had once dreamed I had four good legs. 
I’d be graceful as a bird in flight. Someday I’d live among fellow 
creatures in a forest. But now that she was gone, I had an oath to 
keep. 
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* * * 

Over countless years, I lived with people in different lands and 
times thanks to Grunilla’s magic. I held no memory of  these lives, 
for Grunilla in her wisdom had planned it thus. However, she 
allowed me to recall two of  my lives. 
  
The first was soon after a War—days of  rations, petrol shortage 
and a man named Churchill on the radio. Albert Peasely, retired 
Pembroke Professor of  Philosophy at Oxford, had found me as I 
had been an abandoned kitten on a Cotswold path. Like Grunilla, 
the solitary man loved me while I lived with him. By habit, he 
brought me sliced liver from the butcher’s on Cowley Street. At 
night, white-haired Albert stroked me on his lap, while he smoked 
a pipe and read by the electric fire. In a cardigan and wool cap, he 
read, one-eyed, Kant and Mill—his other eye being glass, a 
souvenir of  the Great War.   
  
Thanks to Grunilla’s wondrous gift, I had taught myself  to read by 
studying books left open on the table as Albert slept. I learned of  
ethical choices in life but frankly didn’t understand most of  his 
philosophy. However, I came to believe my fellow cats could 
benefit from reading—better than cute purring or chasing squeaky 
mouse toys. Acting cute had to be a cat’s lost dignity. 
  
He named me Achilles on account of  my bad leg. I loved living 
with Albert just across from the Chester Arms pub where he 
often let me roam. Sadly, my good life with the professor ended 
abruptly one rainy Oxford night. I think it might have been a lorry 
that hit me.  

* * * 
  
Malcom and Millie Barnstable, accompanied by son Rufus, had 
stood above me and other kittens in the “Let’s Play” room in the 
Kitty Rescue Center, city of  Orlando.  
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“The lady said fifty dollars off  for the black one,” Malcolm said. 
He couldn’t resist a bargain. Mr. Barnstable, a short, squat man 
who wore glasses for myopia and prone to nervous tics, was an 
accountant. 

“Not the cripple,” said twelve-year-old, red-cheeked Rufus with 
his sleepy eyes and ripening belly peeking from under  his Disney 
shirt. “He’s an ugly kitten.” 
“Really, Malcolm,” said Millie, whose blond head towered over her 
husband. “That Calico would match the green sofa.” 

But thrift won the day and me.  

Malcolm drove me and the family home. Sealed in a mesh cage, I 
sat beside Rufus who kept elbowing me away. The young 
Barnstable needed space to play his electronic screen. Not even a 
token glance at beautiful me. Once home, Millie gave me the silly 
name of  Midnight. How common a name. 

The new town was quite unlike Oxford. No dreamy spires or 
cobblestone streets with shops and pubs. The climate, however, 
was more consistent: tropical and at times oppressively hot. Palm 
trees and small lizards (for which I occasionally found pleasure in 
chasing) abounded. Identical homes dotted tiny land plots. Over 
the months, I preferred to remain comfortable indoors—under a 
sofa or bed. But even these retreats gave no peace.  

Noise.  

Horrid, incessant noise. Electronic screens hung everywhere, like 
religious icons. In the dining room hung a screen–-the images 
rapidly changing while the Barnstable clan ate without speaking; 
their faces held dull-eyed, blank expressions. Speaking of  icons, I 
noticed the locals practiced a form of  animal idolatry. The icon 
appeared everywhere—on signs and vehicles. The image  
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resembled a mouse which struck me as odd. In my opinion, a cat 
would be more suitable to worship than a mouse from Orlando. 

Upon returning from school, Rufus usually sat in his room and 
stared yet again at a screen. He paid no attention to my beauty. My 
indifference towards the family increased. When they called me to 
fetch a plastic mouse, I ignored them. The ambivalence was 
returned. I wasn’t offended. You see, we felines are stoic because 
we’re vain. Each of  us believe we’re the most wonderful creature 
in the universe.  

Good to be vain. The antidote for envy. Humans could learn this 
from cats.  
   

* * * 

Mille, a fleshy blond who often ringed her neck with costume 
pearls, insisted I go outside daily. “Go have fun, Midnight. Chase 
the frogs,” she said, her sandaled foot nudging me between the 
sliding glass doors.  

If  it was so much fun why didn’t big Millie chase the blasted 
frogs?  

There were reasons besides heat to dread the outdoors. Two 
houses down lived three hooligans. I called them the three angels. 
They made life hell. I remembered our first meeting on the 
sidewalk. Bucky shouted, “Rufus’s frickin black cat. Nail him. 
Black cats are bad luck.”  

They stoned me. Bucky was oldest at fifteen; his twin brothers 
were ten. I didn’t know their last name and didn’t care to. The 
angels had red hair and bad teeth on pale faces dotted with blue 
acne. 

On July 4th, I lay half-asleep on the Barnstable front porch. I never 
saw the angels’ approach. Bucky must have thrown the thing.  
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Bam! It exploded inches from my head. 

I never realized a cat could jump straight up on all fours (three in 
my case). Ears ringing, nearly deaf, I ran about crazily without 
purpose. My bladder let go—a terrible indignity for cats.  

“Almost got the bastard.” A twin laughed. 

That night, from my place under the sofa, I heard Millie.  

“Those awful Bastwick boys threw a firecracker at Midnight,” she 
told Malcom. 

Bastwick? The family of  John Bastwick here? It had to be a 
coincidence. During a restless, hideous night, Grunilla's soft voice 
entered my thoughts. “Those are the descendants of  John 
Bastwick.” 
  
Grunilla had brought us together at last. Now what was I 
supposed to do?  

* * * 

The last day of  October I’d been napping under a bush by a 
fenced box containing Mr. Bastwick’s latest prize—a generator for 
power outages. Next to the generator stood a metal tank labeled: 
“Propane 500 Gallons/ Danger.” Both lay a few feet from the 
Bastwick home.  

From the house, Mr. Bastwick, a squat, balding man who was 
partial to sleeveless shirts, approached with a gray-haired fellow in 
blue coveralls. The fellow wore a cap that read Community 
Propane. The two walked to the generator. Undetected in shadow 
under the bush, I watched and listened silently through the fence 
slats.  
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“Installed it myself  last week,” said Bastwick. “Set the first load 
test for 11:58 tomorrow morning. What do you think Nelson?” 

Nelson kneeled and examined wiring using a small flashlight for 
illumination. He fingered valves, tugged electrical connections. He 
stood. “I wouldn’t test it, Mr. Bastwick,” he said. 

“What the hell you talkin’ about?” said Bastwick.  
“Over here.” Nelson, pointed. “Starter battery isn’t grounded. 
You’ve got exposed wire.” Nelson bent down and sniffed. 
“Probable gas leak. The seals aren’t right.” He pushed his cap 
back. “And your timer’s set for 11:58 tonight, not tomorrow. 
Better take it apart and start over.” 
“You nuts?” Bastwick sniffed. “Don’t smell anything.” He shook 
his head. “I’m not taking it apart. Spent six goddamn hours 
assembling.”  
“When the current flows, it’ll spark. Blow the propane tank. Ten 
seconds later. . .  and poof. Your house is baked Alaska. One big 
Halloween treat. I’ll reinstall it for you tomorrow. No charge.” 
For the moment Bastwick said nothing. “No charge?” Then, “All 
right, damn it. I’ll turn it off. But I’m not taking apart anything.” 
Bastwick pushed a button on the generator. The men talked more 
before leaving. 

I thought about what I’d heard. The moment had come. Though 
wanting to quietly slip away and hide under the bed, avoid 
thinking about it, I could not. My promise to Grunilla. I owed her 
my life, my intelligence.  

But how could I avenge her this way and follow the ethics of  
Kant? Never treat another as a means to an end. But that’s what I 
would do with Bastwick. Perhaps his end meant justice. 
Complicated. I never understood the professor’s ethics books. I 
had to think. John Bastwick murdered Grunilla, a kind woman 
who never harmed a soul. My acting upon the generator would be 
justice. One of  the professor’s books had read “Free will is an 
illusion.” Oh hell. 
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I hopped onto the generator. Three buttons:  RUN, OFF and 
TEST. The OFF blinked red. I pushed another button and then 
TEST blinked red. It was armed. 
  
At midnight, John Bastwick’s debt would be paid. An irony had 
not escaped me. Tonight was All Saints Eve—Halloween the 
locals called it. John Bastwick had murdered my lady this same 
night.  

I would return tonight and watch. Perhaps the thing wouldn’t 
explode and my ethical discomfort would be solved. But such was 
wishful thinking. I felt no release, no pleasure, no sense of  justice. 
Only dread of  what was to come. 

* * * 

That evening I sat in the Bastwick backyard and watched the 
house. The scene reminded me of  the horror of  Grunilla’s 
cottage, the “night of  the torches”. To ease my tension, I looked 
to the street where children, dressed as ghosts and goblins, weaved 
house to house. The moon hung above it all, an indifferent, 
crescent of  yellow. The hours crept by as midnight approached.  

Then. . .  a light flickered in a room above the generator. Bucky 
awake at this hour? My feline curiosity took over. I leaped to the 
window sill and chanced a look.  

Two women walked to a crib by the wall. One held a pink blanket 
to her chest. 

“I’m glad you came early, little sister,” whispered the Bastwick 
matron. 
“Wanted you to meet baby Abigail before Christmas.” 
“She’s adorable.” 
The younger sister tenderly placed the infant in the crib. 
After more gazing at the newborn, the sisters left, turning off  the 
light behind them. 
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The horror of  this new twist struck me like a blow.  Could a 
rational, educated cat, who had learned ethics from Professor 
Peasely allow this? I had to reason for solutions. Nothing worked. 
One must choose. 

I owed nothing to most humans. They were ignorant, 
superstitious, and cruel. And I had made a promise. But then, did 
I really want to live in a world without moral obligation to each 
other? I looked to the moon and I saw the deep blue eyes of  
Grunilla. It was a test. Grunilla was testing me.  

It had to be near midnight. Quick now. 

Panicky, I leapt onto the generator. The moonlight glowed barely 
enough for even cats’ eyes. I stomped a paw on OFF. Nothing 
happened. 

TEST blinked a defiant red, determined to cause havoc. I 
stomped again. All wrong. Idiot Bastwick’s poor wiring! The gas 
tank stood silent, waiting. I had to reason. In the professor's flat, I 
read Faraday’s book on electric fields and circuits. The circuit must 
be broken. Wires led from battery to panel. I clawed and pulled 
them. My efforts in vain! The TEST light blinked, counting down. 
Instinct overwhelmed book learning. A rage born from ancestral 
tooth and claw emerged. I was the beast. The wires—sinew and 
bone. I bit the wire as the beast inside me would. Chewed and 
chewed and . . .  A great flash. . . searing pain. My mouth on fire 
from the wire. But no explosion…no explosion. 

Then a blackness — a fine, lovely blackness.  

* * * 
   
The two Florida State biologists sat within a blind in the Paraguay 
jungle. The senior researcher put down her radio locator for the 
collared capybara. They’d been tracking the animal by the river 
since morning. They had waited in the hot blind, not speaking.  
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Now dusk, they made notes in their diaries. Sweat beaded their 
foreheads. A form stirred in the grass on the opposite bank. “He’s 
back,” she whispered.  Each gazed through binoculars towards the 
opposite bank. 
  
They watched and were shocked, neither daring to speak. The 
animal moved with grace, silently to the river to drink. The 
creature looked once in their direction as if  sensing their presence. 
The professor could swear the lips formed a grin. But she knew 
that was absurd. 

The creature turned and glided back into the undergrowth but not 
before they noticed. The back leg of  the glossy, black panther was 
shrunken and deformed. It took nothing from its beauty.  
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I hadn’t seen an old friend in some long years 

In college we led a merry coterie 

Our families met this fall we embraced to cheers 

We drank and sang of  past camaraderie 

We sang songs from The Pogues not missing a word 

We cheered pints of  Guinness to shared history 

Adventures we led that our wives first time heard 

We agree not to mourn but revel again 

Fear of  time cutting these ties now seems absurd 

Distances churn worries buttering these fears 

Excitement uplifts as our next meeting nears 
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Ras 

Putting the gravy on the right place. Filling the platter with an 
amalgamation of  spices – lobon/ tetul/ imli /ajwain. Tej pata in 
perfect potions. Filled with a tad emotional attachment like the 
beauty of  a bollywood song – ‘Sasural genda phool’. How food 
comes in bonds of  life. Familial affiliations, mandatory notions of  
sprinkling love like grinning grannies chitchatting midst making 
Bakhadwadi. The sweetened tartness of  Indian ragas. All 
perforated in poesy of  gastronomy. All flavours travel from 
tongue to oesophagus. And food comes in forms, cuisines – the 
veggies v/s non veg. Biryani / mughlai /Paratha and the ending 
quarrel of  course between jalebi nd raabri, kulfi or kesar malai, all 
form like the Indian delight – Ras of  life. 

Rasoighars 

Larger than dreams I visit in fantasies the huge cooking rooms of  
Rajputana the Harems of  Mug Rasoighars hals where cooking is a 
secret art like the perfection in mist, the Lal maans, bon appetit. 
Secrecies in boyam jars and bubbling romances, gupshups midst 
all this. Big kadais in meenakaris, lonthons and jharokas midst 
brewing mixes of  vegetables and the fresh aroma of  royalty. How 
to time travel to those times via history books and spice rhymes to 
get a Fleeting glimpse at such grandeur of  lives. What could an 
ancient buffet look like? What is the awadhi simmer or dum Pukht 
from the raw Court of  Awadh? The realistic imagery of  Moti 
kebabs and flowering salads in the originality what would it have 
been the tastes in the rasoighars of  our ancestry 
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COMING SOON          

ISSUE 3: EROTIC  

Profanities, perversities, befoulings of  beauty, joyful 
transgressions, rapturous taboos, kinks, confessions, salacious 
desires, depravities; the unplaceable, unspeakable blue  
How sex collides with philosophy, identity, being 
Shameless short stories, artwork, poems and essays that delight 
and disgust 
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