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She sits there and waits, doesn’t know what or whom for, but sits on 
a wobbly chair, faces the kitchen tiles and notices herself breath-
ing, feeling as if her nerves had been separated from her body. 
Shame catches her, shame and relief at the same time, making her 
feel guilty. It is not the fact of what she has done but the relief that 
makes her feel ashamed.

Before Emma came home this evening, she unexpectedly bumped 
into Mrs. Adam, who was walking in the opposite direction. Head 
dropped and eyes focused on the sidewalk, the grocery bags were 
leaving deep marks on her shoulder, adding more weight than she 
already had to carry. Eyes focused on the floor, head directed to 
the pharmacy nearby, she acted surprised to meet her. “Only God 
knows why you’re not home yet” Mrs. Adam said, “you should know 
better”.

The only thing Emma knew was that she knew nothing, being so 
confused, and questioning herself. Why did her husband’s mother 
talk to her like that?

When she entered the front door that evening, the smell of stale 
water that had been left in a vase with flowers – their heads al-
ready hanging – made her feel queasy. The house was calm, the 
fridge was humming in the kitchen, like the sound parents make 
to soothe their babies. Noises of birds and children made their way 
through the window, it seemed like a whisper since the windows 
had been double insulated.

She entered the kitchen, noticing something on the kitchen table 
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that must have been splashed coffee and leftovers from today’s 
breakfast. On the other half of the table that wasn’t occupied, she 
positioned her shopping bag and put out the groceries. While 
thinking about the dinner she was going to prepare, the front door 
ripped open and bounced back so that the table and the fridge 
started vibrating. Her husband, the sort of person who tried to 
whisper but couldn’t lower his voice, and who even opened the 
tab noisily, came into the house like the rumble of an approaching 
thunderstorm.

“I was going to prepare dinner”, she said to him, “I’ll be ready 
soon”. Without saying anything he turned around, leaving the dirt 
from his soles on the floor.

The smell of cigarette smoke surrounded him like a cloud when he 
returned, he placed himself on a chair and impatiently drummed 
his fingers on the kitchen table. Tiny pieces of dirt fell down from 
under his fingernails. They were too short to make him look un-
kempt but long enough to create a hollow sound on the wooden 
table. The sound was complemented by the bubbling of the soup 
that was boiling on the stove, every bubble releasing the smell of 
salty fish and Maggi seasoning. The pot was made of enamel, very 
heavy to carry, and closed with a lid whose sharp edges overhung 
the pot. A little hole on top balanced the pressure and released 
steam that circled towards the ceiling.

“You should’ve been done already”, he said, his back facing her 
front, “I ain’t got time all day”. A bug buzzed around his head 
and he raised one hand just to encircle the fly, closed his fist and 
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smashed it on the table. “Like you”, he said.

Emma lifted the pot from the hot plate, but forgot to put on oven 
gloves. The heat rushed through her fingers, her knuckles turning 
white, her fingers red. The more painful it got, the tighter she held 
the pot, relieved her pain receptors were still working and that she 
didn’t feel entirely numb. It was difficult to hold the pots weight at 
a 90 degree angle, she underestimated the strength she needed.

Her muscles tensed, her expression became determined and she 
looked almost absent. Her right hand grabbed the lid’s handle, her 
left arm pressed the pot towards her body, above her belly button 
and beneath the bulge of her breasts. Emma took two steps for-
ward and confusingly noticed the fine line of hair on her husband’s 
neck, his back still facing her, the second vertebra of his spine 
sticking out.

Then, things happened quickly. The sharp edge of the lid drilled 
through his skin, just a couple of millimetres beneath the weird 
bone that stuck out. Emma’s hand still held the handle tight, press-
ing all her weight into the flesh she just cut open. 

As a child she had sometimes joined her dad at the police office 
and she remembered one of the policemen saying that snipers 
were taught to always shoot the cerebellum or medulla, so that 
things would be over immediately. She also knew that you wouldn’t  
survive if your spinal cord was cut above your seventh vertebra. 

Then, her thoughts got blurry.  
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* * *

Time passes, or maybe it doesn’t, because Emma isn’t aware of time 
nor of place.

She finds herself in an empty room, cannot recall the last minutes 
or hours or days. Only a wooden bench is placed in here, the win-
dows are barred and everything looks sterile. A spider scuttles on 
the window frame, and she shrugs as she realises that there is no 
handle to open the window. Her tailbone hurts because the bench 
is uneven and little matchwoods are sticking out of it, but foremost 
because her butt is – frankly speaking – not existing. Not even a 
slight bulge.

When she was young, she developed the habit to double cross her 
legs, as if her legs were spaghetti that accidently had been left for 
too long on the stove. While realising how thin she had become, 
the thought of her husband’s body crosses her mind. The picture 
that comes to her is the bouncy movement of her husband’s adams 
apple when he got angry. She used to focus on his neck when he 
got angry, because she knew that looking him in the eyes would 
make him even more furious.

Her mom made her believe that a big adams apple was a sign you 
had to be careful about, promising the evil Adam had brought to 
the Garden of Eden.

What a coincidence, she thinks.
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Someone rattles the door and unlocks it. A woman appears, tall 
and bulky, whose features resemble those of a walrus in a uni-
form and make you wonder where she had left her whiskers. The  
walrus-woman carefully touches Emma’s arm and rhetorical-
ly asks: “Madam, you’re alright? Can you follow me?” Slightly 
nodding, Emma stands up and does what she is told. They head 
through the building, every floor looks the same and for every step 
the walrus takes she has to take two steps. By the time they stop 
in front of a blue-greyish door, Emma is out of breath, her limbs 
dangling from her body like a wet towel and eyes halfway closed 
to read the sign on the door that appears blurry. It says something 
psychology, but before she is done reading another woman steps 
out of the door, gives the walrus a nod as to say she can leave now, 
and asks Emma to come in. She is led by the light and patterns 
towards an armchair, one of those that looks Freudian and almost 
swallows her when she sits on it. The women who takes a place 
opposite to Emma smells flowery, Emma notices her dimples and 
the big gap between her front teeth. She gives Emma a reassuring 
nod: “You know, sometimes things aren’t easy. Yesterday, we talked 
about this and that, but you seemed a bit off. Maybe you want to 
tell me today about how things started”.

Emma’s hands start getting shaky and sticky at the same time, the 
recollection of her revelation hits her like an upcoming car that is 
about to squash a squirrel under its tires. Emma crosses her fin-
gers and put her hands on her belly above the place where her 
belt buckle had been, if they had not taken her belt for ‘security 
reasons’. She presses her hand into her abdomen as if she could 
prevent her guts from falling out. Yes, she had seen that squirrel 
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when she had come home this particular evening, her eyes had 
been focused on the sidewalk and there it had laid: Vulnerable, 
eyes open, limbs sticking out unnaturally, what appeared to be  
organs spread on the curb.

Emma clears her throat, mumbles some incomprehensible words, 
then raises her voice. “I had made dinner because I knew he and 
some of his friends were coming over. That fried chicken he liked 
most. He brought five of his friends with him, but beforehand he 
told me it just would’ve been Brian. It was weird he said “Honey, 
that fried chicken is alright, but stupid of you to think we ́re sat-
isfied after portions a five-year-old would eat.” I thought he did 
it for the laughter, in front of the others. Later on he apologized, 
hugging me and saying I’m a treasure and I’m too uptight, he was 
just down for a little joke, and didn’t I see how everyone laughed? 
In bed I told myself, “never mind, you’re too sensitive”.

A week later or so he invited his friends, telling me they all enjoyed 
my fried chicken, but if I can prepare a little more? I cancelled an 
appointment for a check-up at the doctor’s because I knew pre-
paring took some time, and I stood in the kitchen and made the 
chicken. He said they all will come around seven, and I was rush-
ing to be on time. At first, I was relieved because I was 15min due 
and they didn’t appear yet and after thirty minutes I called him, 
his phone was off. Battery died or something, I thought. I waited, 
but they didn’t come, so I ate some of the chicken because I was 
getting hungry, too. First, I took a wing, then I ate another one, 
and another one. I couldn’t stop myself, eating some ice-cream 
we had left in the fridge and continued eating, mixing everything, 
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eating ice-cream, wings, more wings, ice-cream. I felt gross, took 
some water with plenty salt and made myself vomit. The last time 
we went out, he used to tell me something like I am sweet, but I 
couldn’t blame him if he was getting another chick because my 
butt was bigger than Cardi B’s and who’d like to fuck that ass any-
more haha? That thought was rushing through my mind and I took 
another glass of saltwater.

He came home early in the morning, laughed at me and asked who 
told me to prepare all that chicken? I made it clear that I was dis- 
appointed he didn’t come and mentioned that I took half a day 
off for him. He said that I’m always upset about something, always 
playing the victim, and that’s why all of his friends think I’m a 
weirdo.

He cut me off all the time, I couldn’t even reply, and he contin-
ued. He never told me to prepare that chicken, why do I want to 
blame him? I’m ridiculous, he told me, and that he hates getting 
into fights, but I always make him so mad!

I told myself I was overreacting, because it was true, I made it a 
bigger issue than it was. Lord, why did I have to be so emotional 
about stuff?

We used to go out on Fridays either for a drink or to the movies. 
When we went for a drink – by the time he got tipsy – he started 
making accusations such as saying that I was looking at different 
men and there was something going on – I always denied it be-
cause it wasn’t true – and then he got so mad.
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There is a dream that always comes back to me: He locks me in the 
store room and I have to stay there at least throughout the night. 
The first time I dreamed it, it was so horrific, and I woke up all 
sweaty and crying. But after the third or fourth time I dreamed it, 
I thought I deserved it.

And then, I had this weird feeling about something not being 
normal with me. Every time I saw him I got so angry. My whole 
body felt stiff and tight, and I had this weird feeling of wanting to 
hurt him very badly. It’s not as if I planned something, at least not 
something specific. I felt so numb for such a long time, and then it 
turned into anger. When I came home this particular evening, and 
I met his mom before, I felt triggered, and I hated everything of 
him. This weird bone sticking out of his neck was the straw that 
broke the camel’s back. I couldn’t help myself...!”

She sobs. Quiet sounds leave her dry throat, making her body 
shake. She stares out of the windows, then closes her eyes.

The woman, who sits opposite to Emma, faces her, warmth speak-
ing out of her eyes.

“You know, it is the possibile to get legal advice from a counsellor. 
Do you want someone to advocate for you?”

“No”, she says, “I don’t want to.”

She had accepted to be worth nothing, mimicking a squirrel 
everybody trampled on.
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WRITING MATTERS

The mission of the Writing Matters initiative is twofold: exploring “matters” 
pertaining to writing practices and underscoring that writing “matters” as a 
powerful means of engaging with the world.

During the 2021 summer semester, the award-winning author Jan Carson 
convened a Writing Matters workshop for students at the JMU Würzburg. 
Carson emphasized developing structure, characterization, and narratol-
ogy, but also community. When writing together, Carson observed, you 
find “a whole community of other people who see the world a little bit the 
same as you and suddenly it doesn’t feel as lonely anymore.” The short 
stories that emerged in this workshop are published here as chapbooks 
in the first of an ongoing series of publications that feature student work 
from the Writing Matters workshop series.
 
The workshop was made possible through the support of the American 
Studies department at the Univeristy of Würzburg, Irish Studies Würz-
burg (ISWÜ), and WueGlobal - Writing, Learning, Digital Connection, 
funded by the International Virtual Academic Collaboration Program 
(IVAC) / Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst (DAAD) / Bundes- 
ministerium für Bildung und Forschung (BMBF).

Workshop Led by Jan Carson
Coordinated by Dr. Petra Zaus & Antonios Smyrnaios


