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I am a Person
by Tim Cummings
I

will kill my child.
This is a certainty, as right as rain—and the rain
will come again soon. Water shall descend in sheets
from the sky, and everything shall be saturated.
Everything thirsty shall be quenched. These are
facts: I will murder my child and rain shall fall.
I am a person, a human, who lives a life—my
life. And life is all about choices. All we ever do
during this lifetime is choose.
I play the piano. It is nighttime, December.
A cold clear night. I have chosen to play Claude
Debussy’s Beau Soir. I play with a somewhat
sorrowful ease—attempting, as I do, to soften an
edge in me.
Two months ago, in October, President
Truman established the Joint Long Range Proving
Grounds in Cape Canaveral, just across the water
from my house in Merritt Island. The region proved
“adequate” for testing new rocket technology.
Specifically, the German V-2 rockets, rumored to
have been confiscated and brought to America at
the summation of the war.
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Home has become a noisy place.
Home has become a place of fear, of
suspicion and dark curiosity.
There are women around here whose
husbands did not return from the war. There
are women whose husbands returned as heroes.
There are women whose husbands returned, in
boxes, stiff and cold and white as the ropes on
a new mop. There are women whose husbands
returned wounded and not decorated—but,
nonetheless, returned. These returned men
do nothing but sleep, eat, drink, and talk to
themselves in the harsh sunlight on back
porches, or quiver on wounded legs as they
mumble in the middle of unmown lawns. Yet
they are alive.
I am a person, a woman, whose husband
did not return.
Massy—Melissa—my
daughter,
has
returned from a short stay in southern
California. She went to visit my sister Laura,
whose husband did return from the war, though
she was not married to him before he left. Laura
has a small boy and a new baby on the way.
Massy is fourteen years old, an incorrigible age,
and she has recently begun to bleed. She believes
that her existence as a young girl is gone like a
flower in winter, and that it has been replaced
with more “womanly” concerns.
She declares to me, ever so sophisticated:
“Aunt Laura is pretty, mother, with pretty
clothes, but she always, always smiles when she
speaks, which means she is not happy, yes? Little
cousin Richie cries and cries if she walks but ten
feet from his sight.” I do not wish to remark on
my younger sister Laura, nor Los Angeles, which
I left behind when I changed from Theresa
Katherine Zielski into Mrs. Theresa Katherine
Sterling.
Am I a widow? I am. A widow of sorts.
I carry a small pocket mirror with me
wherever I go. I find myself retrieving it from my
purse to gaze upon the rectangular sliver of glass
and say to the reflection I find, “Just making sure
you’re still there.”

I play the piano. In this moment, I am
a person whose fingers dance up and down
the keys. I care not that it is Christmastime.
I disregard the urges of Massy to be given “a
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remodel of the kitchen, mother!” Massy is
a person who learns in school about how to
be a good wife someday: to cook, to clean,
to administer to men. To be a prize worth
winning, and worth fighting for. Our daughters
believe wholeheartedly in female perfection
as it pertains to domesticity, appearance, filial
responsibility—and Massy, despite my example,
lets her life be guided by this horrible ruse.
For instance, it is Massy who takes control
at the grocery store: “Oh, mother, these peaches
are divoon,” she says, and re-shapes the perfect
little flip of blonde hair at her shoulder, smooths
her perfect skirt. “Mother, this fresh bread is
positively swallowful,” she says, and adjusts the
thin, silk scarf she has borrowed from me without
my permission. Massy does not know—or does
not let on—that “swallowful” is not a word.
It could be a word created by her friends,
who have a club together. A union. I drive her
to these meetings, which take place at a house
in Orlando. Once, I asked her what it is she does
at these meetings. She sighed dramatically: “Girl
stuff, mother. We talk, and cook, and dress up,
and do each other’s hair, and look at magazines,
and fantasize about boys. I am given…special
attention…because of father. As are you,
mother,” she added as an afterthought.
I am a person who, while driving Massy to
one of these meetings, would not feel guilty were
I to pull the car to the shoulder of the road, clear
my throat, calmly reach across and, with both
of my hands firmly in place, yank my daughter’s
head off her body—which may or may not sound
somewhat like the forceful removal of the moist,
ropy innards of a Thanksgiving turkey.
I play my piano. And I imagine.
Off in the distance men work with missiles,
and cigars that dangle from corners of bushylipped mouths signify pride in having won
another war—one that has allotted the men
guiltless hours of camaraderie over their stealth
and perfection, the abduction of German
weaponry. All through the night they work. All
through the morning. All through the day.
There are women in this neighborhood
who, I imagine, bake cakes and cookies for these
secretive men. In my mind’s eye, I see them drive
across the bridge and park their husbands’ new
cars somewhere within walking distance of a
site where, splayed on the ground, giant rockets
lay, vivisected. Men kneel before these helpless,
stolen German machines, holding a clipboard

in one hand and a walkie-talkie in the other.
The men take notes, talk of sports, of food, of
breasts, carefully touching with hairy fingers the
most particular components of these impeccably
engineered rockets. The women stand in a
syncopated line—a semi-circle around the men
and the rockets, all holding out pans of freshly
baked cookies, cakes, muffins.
These are the women whose husbands came
home from the war.
This is what they do.
They smile, aching all the while, with rosy
cheeks and manicured fingernails that mask
their fear and sorrow—for although they have
returned, their husbands are not the same men
who left them. Rather, they are strange beings,
different sizes in different places—in kitchens
they are small; in garages, large; in the bedroom,
tiny. The proud men are dressed in beige with
dark blue insignias patched on their left breastpockets. They smile and take the baked goods,
wink, chew, chat, then get back to work—for
America’s safety cannot be compromised by
war-brides. But this doting is all these women
know now, and all they have to live for. Womanly
purpose in the face of male province. They lack
the freedom I possess because my husband is
missing, or dead, or both.
It is a freedom my daughter will never
understand.

It is morning now. Sunday.
I sit at the kitchen table, admiring the
shadow of rain dribbling down the wallpaper
replete with yellow roses, Clifford’s favorite
flower. I light a cigarette and blow the fine gray
plume of smoke at the wall, where it mixes with
the sodden shadows cast by the rainwater.
There are three seats around this table, one
of which is the chair Clifford preferred to sit in.
He may never sit there again. The chairs are all
the same: blue, tall, stately. There is a fourth one
that came with the set, but it lives against the
wall near the stove, having become a reluctant
collector of discarded newspapers. Perhaps
Clifford’s chair will become a reluctant collector
of dust.
I want new chairs. I want new things.
Perhaps Massy is right in wanting a redecorated kitchen. A new decade is upon us, after

all. The Journal for Ladies magazine emphasizes
the importance of warm, pretty kitchens and
the comforts of a well-kept home for husbands,
sons, and all other kinds of male creatures. I take
my little mirror from the pocket of my robe, look
into it, exhale smoke into my reflection, and say,
“Massy, you win. We shall have a new kitchen.”
Massy bops in, pulling her lustrous hair into
a ponytail.
“Mother, you are smoking?” She emphasizes
the word “are,” as if she doubted me when I’d told
her that I’d quit, months ago. She was right to
have doubted me; I never stopped. She catches
me with the mirror in my hand, so I place it
down on the table. She looks at it and says,
“Mother, that mirror again—really now, what is
it with you and that silly mirror?” She giggles.
She does not know my secrets, my history.
She does not know my life at all, and she cannot
read my thoughts. She is a young girl who calls
me “mother” when all the other girls call their
mothers “mom.” For what can she hope? Who
will ever love her? What a sad, pitiful thing,
in her pink pajamas and slippers. Why should
she want to live her life anymore? She does not
know—or pretends not to know—that this little
mirror, with its blondewood frame and its faded
odor of powdery perfume, was given to me by
my Clifford.
“Massy,” I say, turning my chair to face her,
“Why do you never talk about your father?”
She turns and stares at me, a look of hurt
spreading across her face—as if one of her
girlfriends has scolded her for wearing the wrong
colored scarf. She blinks. “I do, mother. Don’t be
silly. I speak of father to Our Lord all the time.”
I am a person who could squeeze the mirror
until it shattered, then take a sliver of jagged
glass in one hand, and with the other, pin my
daughter’s face to the kitchen table, and hold
her down while she screams. Men have muscles,
anger, and a primal urge to defend themselves;
women have vocal cords.
“Father is with Our Lord,” she continues.
“He watches over us. Are you having tea? Please
bathe away the smell of smoke. I do not want to
smell of it in church.” Massy carefully prepares
everything for the tea. For her, it is not about
tea—it is about making the tea: china to be set
carefully on the table; water to be boiled; paisleypink napkins and stainless steel utensils to be set.
Bread to be toasted.
I glide my finger along the mirror’s edge,
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ready for it to crack so I can carve her father’s
name into her cheek with a point of broken
glass. CLIFFORD. The name will materialize in
hot red blood on her pale white skin.
I turn my head away from it all.
I wonder about “Our Lord.” For Massy, He
is a being that belongs only to her and her young
thoughts, hopes, and wishes. For me, “Our
Lord” is something else entirely: a mystery, a
questioning, a problem not unlike wondering
what to do about the ants, mice, and bees that
take over in summer. What I wonder is could
“Our Lord” be a beautiful German woman
with whom my darling Clifford ran off, staging
his own phony death? He makes love to her
passionately, violently, with the anger of war in
his thrusts. Helga is her name, or Hannah, or
Elsa, or Gertrude, or Gretchen, or Heidi.
Could “Our Lord” be an American Field
Nurse named Fran, or Sally, or Trish, or
Mary-Katherine, who wears sweaters like Rita
Hayworth and administers extra special care to
the ghastliest of gashes on the worst-wounded
men? Was my Clifford one of the worstwounded? Is it with this Nurse that he now lives?
Yes. Clifford lives his new post-war life as a
person for whom the war removed memory; the
way Massy removes perfectly toasted slices of
bread from the perfect slats in the perfect little
toaster.
I hate her.
But the war, too, is precise, cautious, and
perfect—though not womanly. War leaves its
mark like a stain, a discharge of sperm on clean,
crisp sheets.
“We must arrive early to the chapel, mother,
for I dislike having to sit in back with the
minorities. Please bathe, and then dress so we
can be on our way.”
You are not the daughter I wanted. You are
merely a petty thing, a prisoner of war. A lost
piece of jewelry. A girl without a father, you will
need men desperately. You, who would yield to a
man’s every desire, you will die. Do not have any
hope, Melissa. Do not dream of boys and houses,
of blankets and cookies, of pretty pink cakes.
Quickly, I peer into the mirror—I am still
here. I am in the glass, in this moment. I leave
the kitchen table to wash and dress for church.
If only my closet held on its shelves an array of
faces I could wear, rather than dresses, I would
know which to put on today. As for the dresses,
I haven’t a clue.
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After my bath, I stand naked in my
bedroom, staring out the window. In the garden,
against the fence at the far end of the yard, I spy
a crimson beacon amongst the dried stems and
bony black branches: one lone rose has grown,
a deep blood red. A breeze picks up, and the
rose sways. In my terry-cloth robe, I run a comb
through my hair and place warm, wet feet into
my slippers.
I walk through the kitchen and out onto
the back stoop. Startled, Massy says, “You’re
going outside? In your robe?” I close the door
behind me and walk like a mist across the yard.
I can smell the rose as I approach, see its velvety
petals. I smile when I touch it: it is real, it is here,
it is somehow a miracle.
Clifford, you and I planted these rose bushes.
It was one of the first things we did when we
moved here. We spent a spring afternoon plotting
out the yard—a vegetable garden there, a flower
garden here. “Sterling Roses,” you said with
satisfaction. Remember? It was a sunny, breezy
day, and the sound of the wind through the
palms was so soothing. The damp, brown earth
was tinged green and smelled of sulfur. Floridian
soil, swampy and suspicious. You did not worry,
though. You carried on. You plotted and you
planted in unsuitable earth. Cliffy, no one ever
told me that if you lose the thing you love the
most, all the rest of your love goes with it. No love
remains for anything else.
He built himself a hovel in the garage,
stocking metal drawers with gum wrappers,
screwdrivers, and discarded pennies; broken golf
tees, bolts, old keys, and newspapers. Despite his
efforts at ownership, he was worried—but still
so kind. I could see in his smile that he knew it
was the beginning of things slipping away—first
his hair, then his freedom. Later, his wife and
daughter. And still later, his entire life. Gone like
the puff of smoke from a soldier’s shotgun, a tiny
sulfurous cloud and then nothing.
Massy has followed into the yard. She places
a soft, creamy hand on my shoulder. “Look,
mother,” she whispers. “A rose!” If only its red
petals were razor sharp, or that their scent kept
a poison in them. I would only need to slice her
cheeks, make her breathe in the toxic perfume.
“Mother, these rose bushes have not birthed

roses in ages! It’s Our Lord,” she says, cupping
the bloom in her hand. “I know it. I’ve been
praying for fruitfulness, in every aspect.”
I nod, wondering if the thorns on the stem
are deep enough to puncture her jugular.
Suddenly there is a thunderous sputtering
in the distance and she gasps, drawing her hand
to her heart. Missile testing. I look to the sky,
but see only raspy plumes of smoke in the reach
of the site, east of us, across the bay, where the
returned men discuss strategies and congratulate
themselves. The earth rumbles slightly. Massy
tugs at my arm, cajoling me back inside to get
ready for church. We walk, and she says, “I am
certain that the rose is a sign from Our Lord
that father is vibrant in the afterlife. You always
spoke so fondly of how the two of you planted
this magnificent garden, didn’t you?”
I shut my eyes and feel a hiss form on my
tongue: Shut your mouth, demon. I will destroy
you before I let you be loved by a man.
Blinking, instead I sigh. “My little darling.
Such a good girl. What would I do without you?”
She giggles, wrapping her arm around me
as we head back inside, where the smell of toast
and tea awaits us. I sit, sip, light a cigarette.
Massy sighs, exasperated, but I do this on
purpose. We will be late for church, and she will
be embarrassed.

We are, indeed, late for church.
I smile as we sit in the back pew with the
immigrants, the most interesting people here.
Massy, straight-backed and tight-lipped,
smiles too—a terse, counterfeit smile as she
adjusts her hair and dress. I watch with curious
admiration. There are black women, Hispanic
women, and even a few of Middle Eastern
descent. They are all wearing diaphanous
wraps of cheap silk purchased at second-hand
stores; nylons covered in bursting flowers
of green, gold, and silver. These women do
not have husbands present, only children,
and many of them. How do they do it? How
do they live in a country so cruel to them? I
smile, a genuine smile filled with welcome
and warmth. They look at me like I am nuts.
Father Greggory recites from the Bible.
Saint Timothy and Saint Paul. Paul, enamored of
Timothy’s faith, asked him to be his companion,

but unlike Paul, Timothy had not been
circumcised, so Paul addressed this problem to
ensure Timothy’s acceptance by the Jews. Father
Greggory’s basso tones reverberate through the
chapel, rattling the colorful kaleidoscope of
Bible stories depicted in the stained glass. It is
raining again, and I watch the water glide down
the panels of glass. His voice booms. I am not
sure why he feels so adamant about this tale of
companionship—of circumcision—but he does.
I, on the other hand, feel adamant about
rain, about the ornately decorated stone
cauldron standing just inside the entrance,
adorned with poinsettias and holly—the one
that holds the holy water. I wonder whether it
is deep and wide enough to hold Massy’s head.
Surely I’d be forgiven by “Our Lord” if I were to
send my daughter straight to him through it.
I gaze out across the congregation. Everyone
is rapt. The impassioned priest is still screaming
about unclean penises, but soon his voice seeps
into gentle piano notes, and my hands mime the
chords to I Know Who Holds Tomorrow. I see the
backs of hundreds of men who have returned
from the war, only to sit dutifully beside their
wives. Some sit alone, having never been
married, or having left their wives when they
came back, wounded and ruined.
The backs of their heads grow hairy eyes and
stare at me—willing me, daring me, to pluck the
pen from the pew pocket and stab my daughter
in the neck.
My hands pause their movement and I reach
for it: thin and white, with a faded religious logo
embossed into the side. Fingers tapping it in time
with the piece, I glance sideways at Massy. She is
listening, nodding, solemn. I stare at the hairy
eyes on the backs of the men’s heads. They will
me to do what I know I will do, what I was made
to do: to protect her. To save my daughter from
each of them. At that, I smile. Massy reaches her
hand across and pats my thigh. She thinks I am
smiling for the same reason she is.
She is wrong.
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time making scratchy portraits of Bill Murray
and you can see more of his work on Instagram
or Twitter: @ryangajda. He also has a blog—
sundaydogparade.com—where he posts a new
piece of work every Tuesday and has done
for the last three and a half years (in spite of
overwhelming public apathy).
Featured Artwork: “I am a Person”
Lockamy, Michelle
Michelle is an illustrator orbiting
around Philadelphia, PA. She
has a BFA in Illustration from
Moore College of Art &
Design, and has wanted to be
an illustrator her entire life. Her
whimsical award-winning art has
appeared in games, books, and even as
a window display in a department store.
She spends her time illustrating personal
and client work and working as the Gallery

Manager of the Philadelphia Sketch Club.
View her work a michellelockamy.com and
follow her sketch adventures on Instagram
@michellelockamy.
Featured Artwork: “Quartet in D
Minor, Opus 30”
Menold, Alyssa
Alyssa Ann Menold is an
illustrator currently working out of
Grand Rapids, MI. She was inspired
to pursue illustration as a child, when
she’d spend hours browsing books, not just
for their content, but for their beautiful covers.
That childhood love of magical dragons and
spaceships never faded, and today most of her
work is in the science fiction and fantasy genres.
She received her BFA from Kendall College of
Art and Design, where she currently teaches
as an adjunct. She is currently working on her
MFA in illustration at Hartford Art School.
Check out her work at alyssamenold.com.
Featured Artwork: Cover

Olenason, Mowgli
Mowgli Olenason originally hails from New
York, but has meandered to the foothills of
the Rockies in Colorado. He is quite fond of
doodling, reading, tattooing and imagining the
future horde of cats that shall be his minions.
He works out of Coven Tattoo.
Featured Arwork: #BlinkTBL
Reneau, Daniel
Daniel is a Denver-based illustrator skilled in
digital and traditional mediums, and specializes
in horror, fantasy, science fiction, and comic
book illustration. He is the co-creator of the
graphic novel Zombiraq, a winner of the 2013
L. Ron Hubbard Illustrators of the Future
Award, and a graduate of the Academy of Art
University in San Francisco. Learn more at
danielbdemented.carbonmade.com
Featured Artwork: “What is There to Say” and
“The Great Passing”

ABOUT THE WEIRDOS
WHO MAKE THIS BOOK
F(r)iction is the imprint of Tethered
by Letters (TBL), a nonprofit devoted
to helping creatives reach their potential.
Through our Education, Community, and
Publishing divisions, TBL works to foster a love
of literature, increase literacy rates, and help
new creators succeed in the publishing industry.
In our education division, we shop
thousands of writers through our Free
Editing Program, lecture in high schools
and colleges around the world, and provide
hundreds of free online resources,
teaching tools, and industry articles!
Partnering
with
leading
universities in the US, we offer
internships to over fifteen
students each year, helping
bridge the gap between
learning about literature
and actually working in the
industry. We even teach in the
Denver Prison System, using the
graphic novel medium to increase
literacy, critical thinking, and personal
development through storytelling.

Our community division is also bursting
at the seams! Each month, a bestselling author
donates their time to mentor budding creatives
in our forum. We run portfolio critiques at
Comic Con (we are mega geeks!), organize
a slew of readings, publish awesome groupwriting projects, and host boisterous gettogethers to make the craft of creating a little
less lonely.
F(r)iction is the culmination of all these
efforts. Led by a passionate team of artists and
editors, F(r)iction embodies our zany mission
to #PublishWeird—to offer opportunities to
outstanding writers, no matter their style or
genre. We are based in Denver, but our staff is
spread across four different continents, joining
forces to create one of the most beautiful (and
bizarre) books you’ll ever read.
If you want to learn more about these
lovely individuals—and the Blots determined to
destroy them—check out our swanky website:
tetheredbyletters.com.
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