
 
 
  

My apartment was on the second floor of a building without an elevator. I 

entered the stairwell with a headache, feeling every tooth on the saw rip 

from nerve to pale nerve. I did not know what to make of the events of the 

day or the people I had met. I felt supremely alone. 

 There was a small landing between the first and second floors where 

the building manager would leave flyers and unclaimed mail. Today there 

was a yellow phonebook wrapped in plastic sitting on top of expired 

grocery store leaflets. I clutched the phonebook under my arm and carried it 

into my room, throwing it on the bare kitchen table that had gone unused 

since I moved in four nights ago.  

 The glow from the refrigerator door cast my face in a yellow light as 

I peered in the dark. A half rack of lamb, a couple sweet potato, and a bag 

of frozen carrots melting in a pool of water now spilling onto the floor. I 

closed the fridge door, scavenged the overhead cupboards, and then opened 

the fridge door again. Then I did the same thing backwards, collecting 

everything in my arms. I tinkered with the nozzles on the oven, put the lamb 

in a deep rimmed baking sheet, and then sprinkled on rosemary and a 

dusting of powdered garlic.  

Rushing to the kitchen table, I grabbed the phonebook and tore it 

from its plastic wrap. The chocolatey smell of fresh printing ascended from 

the pages.  

 I scanned the rear sections for Joe Kokomo’s number and found 

WHYTEs and WILSONs and WATSONs and XIAOs and XINGs.  

What was his name again? 

 Having given up, I flipped the book upside down and opened to the 

classifieds at the back. I read square-inch advertisements for the services of 

lewd entrepreneurs by the name of ALLCOCK and SCARLOT and 

DEVINE and HARDCASTLE and PUNISHER. 

 I grabbed the phone from off the wall and dialed the number for 

Jazmine Cox. I twirled the phone cord like I was playing double Dutch with 

the wall. When she answered the phone, she spoke with a smoker’s voice.  

 “It’s Jaz, baby,” she said, barely audible over the sound of blowing 

wind and traffic in the background. I asked her if she had work for that 

night, and if she would be interested in paying me a visit that evening. She 

said I had a funny way of talking. I told her to come hungry. 



 
 
  

That night, I cooked dinner for Jazmine Cox, who arrived an hour 

and fifteen minutes after answering my phone call. When I met her in the 

doorway I looked up, mouth agape, at twice the woman I’d expected.  

“How are you doing, sexy,” she said, slithering past me in a black 

tank top too short for her six-foot frame and bulging blue jeans. Her 

perfume oozed through the room; I looked away and batted back tears. 

Jingling on her wrist were several gold bands. She wore white faux 

fingernails that looked like sticks of gum. Her top was cut low, exposing a 

cursive script tattoo on her left breast that was indecipherable against her 

russet brown skin. 

She threw her handbag on the couch and then spun around with her 

arms outstretched. “It’s lovely in here.” 

 I looked at the bare floors and walls and secondhand furniture. 

 “What makes you say that?” 

 “I like the bricks. Symbolizes strength. Keeps the soul inside.” 

 “That’s why I put them there.” 

 “Boy…” She leaned over the kitchen table, eyes fluttering. “You’re 

funny.”  

 “You walk here from downtown?” 

 “Yes daddy.” 

 “Don’t call me daddy.” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 “So, have you worked up an appetite, then?” 

 “Sure did.” 

 Suddenly the fumes of the baked seasoning overrode Jazmine’s 

perfume smog. I told her to have a seat as I disappeared into the kitchen to 

get the roast. 

 “So, what should I call you?” I shouted from the kitchen, removing 

the roast from the red-glowing range. 

 “Jaz—just Jaz, is fine. Smells delightful, by the way.” 

 I grabbed the glazed carrots from the microwave and slid the sautéed 

yams from the frying pan onto two porcelain plates. Squeezing a bottle of 

sparkling juice under my arm, I carried both plates out to the table where 

Jaz was sitting with her phone.  

 Jaz looked the plate up and down with judicious eyes. “You know 

I’m vegan, right?” 

 “No, as a matter of fact, I did not.” 



 
 
  

 “Take my lamb, and the carrots too.” 

 “You aren’t allowed carrots?” 

 “There’s honey on them, no?” she said. “Made by bees, for bees.” 

 “Never thought of it that way.” 

 “I’ll only have a nibble on the yams, I think,” said Jaz. 

 “Are you serious?” I poured us two tall glasses of pomegranate 

juice, feeling deflated and unsure of what to serve her. “Can I get you 

something else?” 

 She entered the kitchen on her own accord and started rummaging 

through the cupboards, eventually settling for a bag of chips.  

 “You smoke?” she propositioned, holding up a pack of reds. 

 “No, but have at it. Open the window first.” 

 She sat down to eat, joining me. 

We sat at opposite ends of the round wooden table, me with a full 

rack of roast rosemary lamb and her with a cigarette and a family-sized bag 

of salt and vinegar chips. 

“You know, when you told me to come hungry I thought you were 

into some weird eating fetish type of shit. I figured…” she paused, 

laughing, “maybe you were a cannibal or some shit.” 

I laughed a self-conscious laugh. 

Over our meals we talked about our futures and our pasts and our 

prospects in life; we talked about our horoscopes. Our conversation 

volleyed between enchantments and delusions, whatever our lives had given 

us. We talked about our futures. Every story was a ghost story.  

I told her that I wished a pill existed that could make me invisible 

forever. She told me that she wished a pill existed that could make her 

forget what shooting heroin feels like. 

Under the makeup on her arms, she wore needle tracks that looked 

like black strings running along the surface of her arms. “Old family 

heirlooms,” she said as she pressed her arms together, displaying the 

generations of scars her flesh retained. 

I pushed my half-finished meal away from me, untucked the 

serviette from my shirt and tossed it onto the plate. A stream of 

pomegranate juice babbled softly as I splashed some into her glass. 

I asked her if she ever surprises her clients when she shows up at 

their door.  



 
 
  

“Sometimes,” she teased with a crooked smile. Her hand brushed 

against her long, defined jaw; her eyes like globes across the table. “Honey, 

I’m full of surprises,” she said.  

“Then tell me—do you play chess?” I asked, gesturing to the set on 

the mantle. 

She shook her head. 

“Why am I not surprised?” 

“That’s rude of you,” she said, ashing her smoke.  

We sat in a long and sustained silence as the sun dipped under the 

horizon.   

I asked her to tell me about her scars. We shared stories about our 

families. Jaz said her sister was living on disability payments.  

“Some kind of new welfare for mental patients,” she said. She lit 

another cigarette and told me that her sister had gone to the emergency 

room and pretended to be insane so she could get carded.  

I asked her what getting carded meant.  

“It’s like a diagnosis or something. Once you get your card, you can 

collect extra disability benefits that only fucked up people and psychos can 

get, I think.” 

I pondered this quietly in search of an insight. 

I imagined a 53-year-old black woman lying on a hospital bed 

flailing around, pretending to be insane, quietly hoping to deceive the 

doctors into thinking she’s someone she’s not. I pictured the sequence of 

events in her life that led her to that moment, that lapse in her soul. I 

thought of her—both the woman and the girl. I pictured her childhood and I 

imagined what she looked like. What her report card looked like on the 

fridge door. What her smile looked like when she found out she would be a 

big sister to a little baby boy. How she looked in photographs, in polaroids 

taken at sleepovers or at birthday parties—how the candles on the cake 

would light up her beaming face, waiting, casting all the little things about 

her in a warm, embracing light that rendered potential in her as a promise 

and not a regret. How her mother smiled behind the camera, how she 

snapped the picture, and how she felt the quiet joy of motherhood; how she 

felt it beat somewhere in her soul, the eternal, inherited soul of the woman 

and the girl that sticks around forever. I imagined her acting crazy on a 

hospital bed, pretending to be insane for money. 



 
 
  

I reached into my jeans pocket and pulled out a mess of bills and 

coins. I thumbed two hundred dollars down on the table and thanked Jaz for 

coming, and then went to bed.  

 


