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*editor's Choiee 11 f {Z{Zling of 'Rising 
John Lmdbladz 
Officers Shoot Man in Church Daycare. 
The ink is bold and black. Rain hangs from a sky the color of 

newspaper. I had to park two blocks from City Hall, the heart 
of Rockford, because the goings-on hadn't left me a spot open. 
Making an umbrella out of the local section, I stepped ankle­ 
wet out into the weather. 

Splish. Splish. Splish, Cheap sneakers land heavily on the 
drowning concrete as grit, gum, and bloated worm bodies float 
by. My socks are wet. Ahead, a crowd of solemn black faces 
gathered in front of the building is bookended by two police 
officers, uniforms dark and sharp, guns heavy at the hip, sentry­ 
serious on either side of the entrance. ·My job as a courier for a 
construction company- we build roads- has me here daily; I've 
never seen this. The security seems an inappropriate show of 
force. The crowd, all black, takes part in a communal silence. 
Any attempt to stay dry or get out of the weather is absent; they 
are both resolute and resigned. It is 'a protestation, an attempt 
to raise consciousness, a silent howl. I have never seen this here 
before. Nor have I seen the satellite towers jut skyward from 
illegally parked news vans. Cyclopean, a TV camera circles 
unblinkingly. 
There's a madwoman. 

She's apart from the group, hollering, stamping her feet, a 
lunatic. Abandoning the quiet congregation, the camera, 
hungry for the aesthetics of rage, captures the woman as she 
unintelligibly snort-sob-chokes out indictments on police, 
pleas to Jesus, and hiccups. She gives the camera just what it 
needs; silent tragedy leads to low ratings and contemplation. 
Thank God for the shrieking outrage of the solitary woman, 
so separate from the solemnity of the others, holding a sign in 
her shaking black hands depicting a crudely drawn white Jesus; 
colored in by the Crayola color 'flesh.' This is what News is. 
There's a Biblical proverb written in bold letters beneath Jesus 
but it's bleeding in the rain. I don't stop to read it, the rain is 
falling. 

Marc Anthony Barmore, whose criminal history included 
robbery and the assault of a police officer, was shot and killed 
while attempting to elude police in the 'House of Grace' daycare 
inside Kingdom Authority's International Ministries. Officers 
Poole and North, both highly celebrated and decorated officers, 
pursued. Barmore was shot an unspecified number of times, but 
he was shot enough. 

I don't know what precipitated his death, why he was being 
questioned, why he ran from the police, or what went through 
his mind as the world he knew pooled and congealed on the 
tiled floor of a Church I don't belong to. 
Approaching the crowd, described later that night as a mob 

by the perfectly coiffed anchor, I anticipate having to force my 
way through this black-faced barrier, but the wall separates 
respectfully, wordlessly. I half expect them to crash down 
on me like the Red Sea. They do not. Between them hung a 
tangible weight; their grief was absolute. 

Rockford is neatly divided by a river into sides, East and 
West. On the West side, people memorize bus schedules, 
adults ride children's bicycles, people sit and stare at nothing 
in particular from stooping porches, strangers sheepishly kick 
at broken glass that litters the cracked sidewalks asking, "Got 
a cigarette?" or "Can you spare some change?" They left their 
wallet at home. They are veterans, out of work. They are locked 
out of their car. They aren't from around here-where is a bank 
again? They need. They avoid looking you in the eyes. I don't 
look either, I don't have to look, I bought the right not to look 
with a few jangling cents. Street lamps are decorated with 
stickers advocating programs with names like Ceasefire. This 
is where Marc Barmore's life took place, this unequal half of a 
separated city. 
My footsteps reverberate against the sleek marble tile of City 

Hall, echoing briefly up the faux Roman-Greco decor before 
dying against the vaulted ceilings. Passing through the eye of 
the protest should've relieved me from the nagging discomfort, 
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but things have a way of travelling with you, and some things 
you can't get away from. 
Past the line of people waiting, faces downcast, to pay a late 

utility, is the elevator. I need fourth floor, Finances. Behind me, 
a storm looms. 
Under police escort, a handful of mourners follow. Most are 
women, middle-aged, heavyset, dressed as if they are going 
to Sunday morning worship, wet feet falling in unison. The 
cop escort's shined shoes, black as gunmetal, are out of sync, 
bursting like thunderclaps as he shepherds his flock after me. 
As if preordained, the officer stands by my side in front of the 
elevator. In the reflection of the stainless steel, I can make out 
the figure of a man, but the image is blurred; the doors are over­ 
polished. 
The doors swoosh apart with a mechanical ding and as I step 

into the elevator, I catch a glimpse of the man in my periphery 
and recognize him. 
Tall and thin, emaciated almost, and black, black as a struck 
match, he placidly stands next to me and the officer opposite 
him. He is absent of any outward emotion; smoked glasses 

"cover his eyes. He gives nothing away, and yet something from 
him falls onto us, or me, something fluttering and familiar, like 
loss or rage or pride or regret, something close, mixing with the 
stale exhalations of past riders. He is Marc Barmore's father. 

We are shoulder to shoulder, all of us, with me dividing 
Barmore's father (the old man? Pa? Pop? What did Marc call 
his father? How can it matter?) and the officer of the Law. Mr. 
Barmore Sr. is dressed in a loose T-shirt, baggy pants, and a do­ 
rag knotted at the forehead a la slain rapper Tupac Shakur. His 
eyes are hidden behind the fog of his glasses. His supporters are 
dutifully lining the elevator behind him. 

I am touching him. It would be so easy to just reach up with a 
tap of my white fingers across his coal-black arm and whisper, 
"My God, I'm so sorry for your loss." I would have meant it, 
I think. I would have, but I didn't. He gave nothing away. 
Reciprocity filled the spaces between us. 

The sick feeling of rising. Why was he dressed like that? 
Like a drug dealer, a rapper, when his son was dead and he was 
at City Hall? Surely the audience would see him and either 
be frightened or cluck their tongues; tsk tsk, it's all about the 
parenting, nothing but the parent, not poverty or society or 
humanity or anti-American sentiment about a country that 
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spends more to incarcerate blacks than educate them, or about 
theories of where a river falls or how ghettos form or individual 
responsibility versus an obligation to one another. Here, here 
we see what happens when a criminal has a child, here is the 
fault. And that's all they will see. Damnit look, why can't you 
see that you're scaring them? Look! Look! 
The black and white thumbnail of his son looked the same, 

clothes ill fitted, no do-rag but the defiant beginning of an afro, 
isn't that exactly what a man who gets gunned down by the 
police looks like? 
The officer catches something in his throat, clears it with a 

hard aspiration, and informs Mr. Barmore Sr. that The Mayor 
and The Chief of Police will be giving a statement shortly to the 
media, and although Mr. Barmore Sr. and his entourage (church 
group? family?) will not be admitted into the stateroom, they 
will be able to silently watch from behind a partition of glass in 
a waiting area, where they will be able to hear and see but not 
question or speak out. This is a matter for the politicians and 
the media. Mr. Barmore doesn't register the slightest reaction 
to this. 
I wonder if Barmore Sr. hates the cop. The officer is pitiable 

and authoritative in the glow of the elevator buttons. I wonder 
if he hates all police officers, hated them long before his son's 
life was punched out of his body in a hail of bullets, in a closet, 
in a Church, in front of God and his children. 
And who can condemn these officers, these decorated officers, 

who in the line of duty shot and killed Marc Barmore? Every 
shred of information on Officers Poole and North points to 
exemplary police work of heroic proportion. In passing I'd heard 
a story that one of the men, I'm not sure which, had risked life 
and limb to save a family, a black family (if their ethnicity is of 
any importance), from burning to death, and that one of them 
was nearly crushed to death by the car of an offender who tried 
to flee custody. I don't know which cop this was either, but I 
heard he had to jump onto the hood and hang on as the car raced 
away, like a stuntman, like an action movie, before killing his 
assailant by firing at him through the glass of the windshield. 
He is Starsky. He is John McClane. He is a silver screen hero. 
These officers have been involved in a number of shootings and 
have never had their valor questioned. The golden shield these 
men wear isn't large enough to hide behind. The public should 
never lose sight of that. 
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Heroes or executioners? Does it matter who is looking? Is 
reality swayed by the onlooker? I 
don't know, but these men Poole and North get up and do a 
job I cannot; they make decisions, real, profound decisions, I 
could not make. They serve and protect. Me. You. My wife. 
Everyone. They are highly trained. Day after day they get up, 
drink their coffee, and stare into our abject failings. They see 
the horror that threatens to flood our lives and stand in the 
stream. For us. Like the Barmores, they have families, fathers 
and sons, people who would come down to City Hall under an 
obdurate sky to advocate for them, shoulder to shoulder. 

What right! does anyone have, let alone an hourly-wage 
construction company runner like me, who struggles with 
the alien weight of a pistol, who deplores violence without 
understanding it, who never walks on Rockford's crumbling 
sidewalks, what right does a man like that have to sit in 
judgment of men like these? 

None. But these men did not die violently in God's house, 
their sons did not die. What right do we- I- have to judge 
Marc Anthony Barmore's father, unflinchingly staring at the 
life he knows, the absences that define it, who refuses to dress 
differently, whose world is divided by a river, East and West. 

In my neighborhood, kids run and holler in the street until 
the streetlamps come on, parents kiss away the grit of a scraped 
knee, and the rain gently washes bright chalk drawings away to 
make room for more. I know it must be true, that some of that · 
exists on the West Side. 

A ridiculous ding, melodic and tonal, releases me onto the 
expansive fourth floor, Purchasing. I chat with Jane, the nice 
little lady behind the counter who hands me my specs and trades 
pleasantries, nothing penetrating but so polite and friendly, and 
linger momentarily in the spread walls of the foyer, the soft 
noiselessness of the carpeting, the space I occupy and I occupy 
alone. The narrow room is lined with wooden benches. A 
window is set adjacent Jane's desk, centered on a glass partition, 
which is lined with doors at either side in which windows are 
set. In truth, the openness of the room is an illusion of windows 
and glass. Drops tumbling from a gunmetal sky tap at the 
window as if they want to come in. I stab at the electronic 
button glow and the silver doors part again. 
While I step inside and find room to stand in the middle, the 

only other rider catches my eye. 

He is older than me, late fifties if I had to guess, and clean. 
His suit is sharp and angular, perfect in its fit. It is the classic 
black on white color scheme; you can tell it's the kind of suit 
you have to be willing to pay for. His demeanor, his manicured 
affectations, his salt and pepper hair and easy smile, disarm me. 
~polite elevator chat, perhaps about the weather, is coming. 

Looking into my eyes and smiling, he shrugs. When 
his shoulders rise, his suit coat rises also, as a single piece, 
unyielding. I didn't expect that kind of rigidity from expensive 
fabric. He says, "Crazy, huh?" 
God, yes, it was crazy, wasn't it, wasn't it in fact insane, and 

here is a man, attired impeccably, giving voice to my confusion 
of the absurdity and deep tragedy that can happen when you 
stop at City Hall. But this guy, someone's father, someone's 
grandfather, he understood. 

"I mean, what do these blacks think? That you can screw 
around with the cops? Problem is, they've been handed 
everything their whole lives, don't work for nothing. A guy 
that dumb, shooting his mouth off to the cops and running or 
whatever, a guy like that deserves what he gets. Right?" 

I make a sound, a reply, a gurgle in the back of my throat 
which the well-dressed man mistook for choking. He's patting 
my back jokingly, kind of holding me in a mishmash of an 
em brace and a grapple. "Are you ok, kid?" 
I'm nodding. "Yeah, fine." 

As he fired off one last remark at my back, the bell went off. 
"People just don't think anymore, that's the problem with this 
city!" 
If I had turned and looked back, I know I would have seen 

his inviting smile sparkling back, the creases of his perfect suit 
hiding something underneath, something between the shining 
gold of a badge and the slate of a gravestone. Something there 
is, but we don't know what. I had a chance to name it and I 
didn't. 

City Hall spat me back out under the falling ceiling of 
God's creation, over the gray shards of our broken concrete. 
Everything was gray in between, and the rain fell on Rockford 
for days, but the sidewalks never washed clean. 
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G~rtrud~'s ~ong 
kis~ Ma~ ~ehloss~r 
Maybe I'm thinking of her because I have started planning 

the vacation that will take me back along that familiar road and 
through the town we both knew. Or is it that I am planning 
the vacation because I've been thinking of her? I guess it really 
doesn't matter which inspired which. I'm taking the trip and 
will think of Gertrude along the way. 

This is the woman who sat at the next table from my 
grandmother at the nursing home. She would have been just 
another grey-haired commoner if it hadn't been for her daily 
habit. 
"What day is today?" Her voice had ragged edges. She would 

raise her cry above the cacophony of the room. "What day is 
. today?" It was a plea set to tune. 

It usually wasn't long before I had a reason to get up from my 
seat at the table. My grandmother would want more coffee or 
need me to replace the spoon that fell to the floor from her frail 
grasp. I would excuse myself from her side with a kiss on the 
cheek and head to the next table along my way. 

When I leaned close to Gertrude, I could smell the same 
powder that my grandmother had kept in the china dish in the 
bathroom where I found moments of glamour under the heavy 
ceramic lid. I would sneak to the bathroom and make movie­ 
star motions to pat my nose with th~ soft pink puff. I always 
imagined I could emerge unnoticed, but my grandmother could 
hardly miss the matte sloppiness. No, my nose no longer 
shined, but the evidence was all over my face. This powdery 
memory mixed with the smell of muscle· cream and denture 
paste to complete the perfume that was Gertrude. 

"Gertrude, it is Tuesday." I was careful to annunciate the 
words close to her soft, droopy ear, accentuating the syllables 
of the day. 
"Tuesday, you say?" She drew the vowel sounds out like taffy 

and never glanced in the direction of her oracle. 
"Yes, Tuesday." 
As I left her side and continued on my appointed task to retrieve 
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coffee or spoon, Gertrude's song changed. "Today is Tuesday." 
There would be a short pause. "Today is Tuesday; tomorrow is 
Wednesday." Her rhythm was solid and predictable, polished 
by the perpetual ritual. 

The chant would continue until something interrupted 
Gertrude. A nurse's aide would set the plate of food in front of 
her. Her dinner companion might decide he was finished and 
excuse himself from the table. An awkward cohabitant might 
knock her chair with a walker or cane. And she would lose her 
place. 

The busy room would suddenly seem silent as her voice 
disappeared. But it wouldn't be long before she would begin 
again. "What day is today?" Her memory interrupted like her 
recitation. Some days a grumpy man across the room would 
try to shout the answer back to her. "It's Tuesday, you silly 
woman!" Not uttered close enough to her, the answer eluded 
Gertrude. She would continue asking the question until I - or 
some other similarly sympathetic member of the company - 
would set her back on the syllables of her song. 
"Today is Tuesday; tomorrow is Wednesday." 
The refrain contains all that was good about those early times 

in the nursing home when my grandmother, on some days, 
might still hold a conversation or call us by name. Her hair 
was still teased and sprayed into a familiar shape each week. 
She would still feed herself even if we had to sometimes cut 
the food for her. She would still sass and tease, complement 
and criticize. She would still kiss me goodnight and hold my 
hand until she fell asleep. She was still Geraldine during those 
days we shared with Gertrude. And the question "What day is 
today?" holds all of that within its short syllables. 
Gertrude's warm, soft hand reached for my elbow in the hall 

one night after I'd left my grandmother. "We have to leave 
now," she urged. "We need to go to Menominee." 
Early in my days of visiting the nursing home, I learned that 

joining the residents in their world was easier (and often more 



fun) than trying to try to drag them back to our world. 
"Gertrude, dear, it's far too late for us to go to Menominee 

tonight." From my childhood family vacations to the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan, I knew Menominee to be at least a 
six hour drive north of where we were. "I'll come back in the 
morning; we'll leave then. What do you need in Menominee?" 

Gertrude pulled on my elbow until I knelt beside her chair, 
my face level with hers. She looked around to be sure nobody 
would hear what she was about to disclose. "I need ... I need 
new stockings." 

I couldn't h~lp it; I laughed a little and was rewarded with 
a disapproving stare that attested to Gertrude's history as an 
elementary school librarian. 

"And where will we go for those?" I recomposed myself as 
precariously as a second grader with the giggles. 

She named a department store that I suspected had been 
closed for years. 
"Well, you better get to bed, then, Gertrude. We've got a long 

day ahead of us if we're going to go tomorrow." 
She solemnly nodded in agreement, laid her hand on my 

shoulder and gave it an unforgettable squeeze. As she looked 
into my eyes, I wondered if she knew it was all a charade. Did 
she know I was lying and appreciate my playing along? Or had 
she really believed we would leave in the morning? Either way, 
I only hoped that she had gotten some measure of comfort out 
of the pledge I broke before I made it. 
Next month, I will pack my car with a few changes of clothes, 

my laptop, some books, and my cameras. I will drive for about 
six hours until I see the sign for Menominee. I will only pass 
through on my way to somewhere else, but I will find the 
remains of the town center and look around for what might 
have once been a department store. I might park; I might get 
out of the car. I don't know. 
But I do know that whatever day it is when I get there, it will 

be a day to remember. 
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d3ad ~kin 
J1Znzn1Z-el is1Z Nall 
My senior prom was a bust. I bought, with money earned 

from working a relatively degrading part-time job as a 
shampoo girl, two tickets to the prom at eighty dollars 
apiece; one was for myself, and the other was for my date. 
My date took his ticket and my best friend to prom. I took 
my ticket and went alone, dolled up and inwardly resentful. 

I was eighteen, and recovering quite remarkably from 
a battle with cystic acne. I was all the more shining and 
smooth in the face from the fight, which lasted the better 
part of my junior year in high school. 

Although I went to senior prom minus one date, I 
managed to leave plus one. I wore an electric blue dress 
constructed from rayon and tulle sometime in the So's, 
which I purchased off of Ebay for thirty-eight dollars. I 
spent the rest of the money I had saved for an expensive 
dress on my first tattoo, which I wore much more proudly 
than I wore my coveted vintage dress. 
And now, five years .after I thought I had beat it for good, 

my acne is back. I am almost 22. The first crop of zits as a 
junior in high school had lasted just shy of a year, but it had, 
by some miracle of harsh chemicals and feeble, misguided 
prayer, cleared up before senior prom. The medicines 
prescribed by my dermatologist had worked, but the pills, 
which I was to take twice daily, had hurt my stomach the 
entire time. I took them anyway and chased them with 
bland food and gallons of water. Looking nice was my first 
priority; the health of my stomach lining was, for better or 
for worse, much lower on the list. After all, nobody could 
see my stomach lining. 
After I had done my time imprisoned by cystic zits as a 

teenager, I thought I was in the clear. As is the case more 
often than not, I was wrong. Acne hit me again, quite hard 
and quite mercilessly, during my second year of college. 
I saw a local DeKalb doctor by the name of Dr. Budz, who 

(' 

1;xplained 

that hormones were to blame and that he'd do v Coffee House 

what he could. He prescribed me the latest strain of FDA­ 
approved cream. The topical treatment dried out my skin 
and made it flake off around the zits in whitish haloes of 
crust, making the reflection of my face even more difficult 
to look at in the unforgiving florescent light of my tiny 
bathroom. 
"Give it time," Dr. Budz told me. "It will improve. Your 

skin must get worse before it gets better." 
Even worse than the flaking, however, were the side 

effects that the first round of prescription pills caused in 
my body. 

These pills, which were some breed of amoxicillin, 
wreaked even more havoc on my system than those that 
had tore my stomach lining to acid-eaten bits my junior 
year of high school. To avoid the digestive upset caused 
by these earlier experimentations with swallowable acne­ 
fighting antibiotics, Dr. Budz had (unbeknownst to both 
him and myself) prescribed a medicine to which I later 
had a horrible allergic reaction. It happened to rear its 
blotchy, burning head while I was fooling around with the 
pretentious owner of a well-groomed beard and listening to 
some unbearable strain of noise rock on vinyl at his vegan­ 
friendly abode in Jefferson Park. I first mistook the burning 
sensation between my legs for some strange manifestation 
of desire brought about by marijuana and the drone of those 
indecipherable records, until I looked down and noticed the 
raspberries of an embarrassing rash that had materialized 
suddenly along the seams of my pale ~.kin. . 
The train ride to Elburn from Jefferson Park is close to 

two hours; the drive to DeKalb from Elburn, about twenty 
minutes. When your crotch and armpits are inexplicably 
and ceaselessly burning, however, it feels more like twenty­ 
two hours and twenty minutes. I spent the train ride half­ 
stoned and twitching noiselessly in my sticky pleather 
Metra seat, and the car ride scratching myself shamelessly 



-- 

and swearing, with the windows wide open to let in the 
cold air. 
By the time I arrived back at my apartment on Greenbrier, 

my throat was beginning to swell. I immediately took an 
ice-cold shower, and another after that, and phoned Dr. 
Budz. It was during that panicked conversation that we both 
realized I had what appeared to be a relatively dangerous 
allergy to the medicine he had prescribed. 
He told me to counter the reaction with a heavy dose of 

Benadryl, and to drink plenty of water, and to immediately 
cease further c;.pnsumption of the medication. We scheduled 
an appointment for later that week. 
Needless to say, continuing with the amoxicillin was out of 

the question. The only other viable option was minocycline, 
the medicine that had made my stomach burn mercilessly 
years earlier, but Dr. Budz and I agreed that stomach pain 
was, at the very least, easier to counteract than an allergic 
reaction, and therefore the better and safer option. So, my 
stomach hurt for a long time, but my skin was, after a few 
months of pill-popping and cream swabbing, clear again. 

I enjoyed the recovered clarity of my complexion 
immensely. I hardly wore makeup. It was all very 
liberating. I felt like I had years earlier, before I had even 
begun to know the shame that a pimple could cause, back 
when people used to compliment and even envy my skin. 
Once, during those glowing days of youthful, unblemished 

cheeks and forehead, even before the pizza-faced pain of 
my junior year of high school, I had gone with my best 
friend to visit her wildly and stupidly hip love interest at 
his unsurprisingly bland place of work, our local Bed Bath 
and Beyond. He looked misplaced there; a slender, dark 
creature that floated like a shade among the bright bedding 
while seeming to leak avant-garde all over the cheap, shiny 
linoleum floors. Outside of work, he often dressed in drag. 
Upon meeting me, he had stroked my cheek. "You have 

the skin of an angel," he said to me in a lisping whisper, 
raising one thin eyebrow and dragging one pale, polish­ 
tipped index finger slowly down my blushing face. He had 
followed my jaw line to its conclusion, stopping just shy of 
the cute though somewhat cartoonish dimple in the center 
of my chin. 
"Nice meeting you, too," I said, taken aback and slightly 

alarmed by his cool, uninvited touch. From that point on, 
I found myself actively avoiding him in any and all social 
situations, making it a point to leave before he arrived and 
arrive after he had left. 
- I was extremely relieved when, a couple of years and a 
couple of affairs later, my best friend made it clear that she 
was no longer interested in him. 
"Forget Omar. He was sort of weird anyway. He wore a 

lot of makeup," I said. 
I don't think she saw him stroke my cheek in the middle 

of Bed Bath and Beyond over two years prior to her 
renouncement of the guy, but between the time he had 
stroked my cheek and the time he had finally hurt Mary's 
feelings for the last time, he had done enough damage to her 
and to a handful of other friends for us to both be repulsed 
by him without any of the added weight of the guilt that 
sometimes rises in cultivating an unwarranted dislike for 
someone. But for me, it had always been (and always will 
be) the basically harmless and arbitrary cheek-stroking 
incident that cemented my distaste for Omar. 
Not long after that, my zits sprang up from the flowerbeds 

of my cheeks and forehead like unchecked, pus-filled 
dandelions, and I have always wondered if perhaps he had 
sensed me recoil at the touch which he surely meant to be 
oddly charming and had cursed me somehow. I realize how 
silly that sounds, but when a tall, dark man wearing red 
lipstick strokes your cheek in the middle of Bed Bath and 
Beyond, it's only natural to come away from the encounter 
feeling a bit out of sorts. 
When, only a few months later, partway into my junior 

year of high school, my breakouts started, I hadn't been 
too worried. I had been blessed with a peaches-and-cream 
complexion my entire life; I figured my time as a pock­ 
marked teenager had come at last, and that I would wear 
my pimples a half a dozen at a time with as much dignity as 
I could muster, remain calm, and take my minor breakouts 
in stride. I only began to worry when one morning, upon 
inspection, I noticed that the swatch of forehead and 
face that my heavy, darkly dyed bangs usually hid was 
completely covered in red, bulging zits, looking absolutely 
pregnant with pus though unwilling even upon applying a 
heavy force to either side, to release eheir pressure-cooked 
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payload of whitish, bacterial goop. 
I tried over-the-counter scrubs, creams, and washes 

supercharged with salicylic acid and benzoyl peroxide. 
I drank more water. I refused pizza and chocolate. The 
pimples got worse. 

One day, at the height of my embarrassment, I walked 
into my father's bedroom and asked him point-blank, "is it 
that noticeable?" I had spent half an hour in the bathroom 
frantically covering them up, with my older brother banging 
down the door and cursing me for having set up camp in the 
bathroom yet again. I was already on the verge of tears. 
"From far away, no. No one will notice," my dad said. I 

ducked out of the room crying and my day no longer went 
as planned. He was just being a father; he didn't know how 
much I hated how I looked. 

"We will get you in to see the dermatologist," he said, 
when he finally realized how much I had begun to loathe 
myself entirely, for my hate had moved far beyond my 
skin. "They will fix it. It isn't that bad." 

That week, I visited the dermatologist, who diagnosed 
me with a condition that he referred to as acne vulgaris 
(a cringe-worthy diagnosis, indeed), also known as cystic 
acne (he had topped the ruins of my ego with that cherry of 
an alternative, as if it would somehow make the diagnosis 
sound a little less ugly; it didn't). He took pity on my 
crusty, hopeful face and wrote me out a few prescriptions, 
which we tacked on the bulletin board in the kitchen to 
counteract our family history of forgetfulness. 
"Acne vulgaris?" my older brother laughed and read one 

of the Rx papers out loud as he walked through the kitchen, 
munching on a greasy taquito. "Your skin is vulgar!" I told 
him to shut his nasty trap, that his skin was vulgar, and for 
that matter, everything else about him was, too. He didn't 
care, because he was a twenty-year-old boy at the time, not 
a teenage girl; clear skin wasn't something everyone had 
told him he needed. 

And now, as a woman in my twenties, my skin, after 
giving up the minocycline against doctor's orders, is 
vulgar once again. I'm no longer the self-loathing, petulant 
teenager I once was, and the state of my skin is not nearly 
as painful now as it was then, but it still bothers me. As 
much as I will it not to, it still matters. 

13 Coffee House 

"I don't see it. I think you are beautiful, and I don't see 
one pimple," my boyfriend told me when I asked him if it 
made me any less attractive. But I see it. 
I wash my face two, sometimes three times a day. I scrub 

and rinse and moisturize. It keeps getting worse. I know 
that soon, it will be very bad. Soon, I will have a hundred­ 
year breakout. I can feel it under my skin; it itches and 
crawls like some tiny species of weird beetle. 
"If people are judging you by your skin at this age," my 

roommate said to me one evening when I was particularly 
sulky, "they're not acting like adults. People aren't looking 
at your skin, now. Maybe in high school they did, but not 
now. They're looking at you." 
I know that's true, but I still burn my face with chemicals 

every morning and every night. I wear makeup more often 
than I'd like to. I apply it in the morning, and then reapply 
it in between classes. I cover my face first with moisturizer 
(enriched, of course, with salicylic acid), then foundation, 
and then powder. Then, I cover it with my hair. It makes 
my face sweat. I'd like to pull it back, but the thought of 
doing so makes me a little nervous still. I don't let many 
people see my skin the way it really is. 
Only now, I don't take pills, though I've considered getting 

more. I could go see Dr. Budz again. My acne is, after all, 
vulgar; he'd agree and write a prescription, which I would 
have filled and begin taking the same day. It wouldn't be 
hard, and it probably wouldn't cost much, either. 
But I haven't gone back, and I don't think I will. 

*** 

I'm still insecure. I still have bad days, and sometimes 
want to fill the bathroom sink with salicylic acid and 

dunk my entire head into it when I look in the mirror and 
see that my face is spotted and splotched with yet another 
litter of bumps and scars. I still stay' up past my bedtime 
occasionally, carrying out mildly panicked rituals involving 
masks, steams and scrubs that, in some corner of my sleep­ 
deprived brain, are absolutely crucial to perform for the 
health and beauty of my skin and will most definitely 
eradicate my acne. 
But the difference now is that, after my minor meltdowns 


