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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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From the Edition Editor
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FAMILY, IN ITS MYRIAD forms, is undeniably at the core of the human experience. It’s the crucible in which we’re often first shaped, and it continues to influence us in profound ways throughout our lives. This collection of stories delves into the intricate and often challenging dynamics that define our relationships with those we call family, whether by blood, marriage, or circumstance.

Within these pages, you’ll find narratives that explore the delicate balance of control, particularly when our desire to steer the lives of those we love clashes with their own burgeoning autonomy or when technology offers the tempting possibility of engineered perfection. There are poignant reflections on the immense void left by absence, the lasting impact of addiction across generations, and the quiet reverberations of decisions made, or not made, by those entrusted with care.

The authors in this issue tackle the sometimes-uncomfortable truths of familial duty—or the painful lack thereof. They invite us to consider the ways in which we inherit not just traits, but also burdens and blessings, from our families, and how past traumas can shape present relationships. You’ll encounter stories that grapple with the weight of expectation, the search for identity within a family unit, and the often-unseen sacrifices made for love, while also examining the sometimes-unintended consequences of striving for fairness and navigating power dynamics within a marriage. These narratives also touch on the vital theme of cultural identity and its preservation within family choices.

Each piece in this collection offers a unique lens through which to view the universal themes of connection, responsibility, and the enduring impact of family.

C.S. Griffel  – Edition Editor
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Eleven Things I Have Left Now That My Daughter Is Gone
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Vickie Fang 

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Strong Language, Sexual Situations, Substance Addiction Themes

* * * 
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1. THE WALK DOWN WILKINS

When she was a baby, I used to hold her in my arms and walk down the worst part of Baltimore, Wilkins Avenue. Warm feel of her up close to my chest, little patch of blond hair against my neck, I walked right by those other females, lying passed out on their front stoops or sitting on the curb waiting for their regulars. I thought: Let the corner boys ride their bikes. I thought: Let the old men drive that strip with their eyes all over me. There wasn’t anything I was going to buy from the boys and nothing I was going to sell to those men either. I was holding my baby in front of the world like I was saying, “This is mine. This little Promise is mine. And she is better than all of you.”

And what did the world think? I didn’t even notice. We were our own little two-girl parade. Fat whore and fat baby—call us that—and both of us sailing down that street like a door had been thrown wide open and we could go anywhere we wanted.

Those days and that feeling didn’t last. Of course they didn’t. But I let myself think they would. I never even left Wilkins, but when I walked with Promise, the clouds rolled over us like the first day of creation, and I really believed that my life had started all over again.

* * * 
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2. FIVE CLEAN YEARS

Five years go by: no dope, no whoring, no anything but keeping my baby safe. Her lying up in bed with me at night, me right beside her. But outside? A whole parade of cars with their lights crawling up the wall and across the ceiling. Nonstop men driving in from the county looking for women, especially the White ones. I’d lie there for hours, thinking about what they wanted and ask myself the same question: Out of all the sad things in the world, what was the worst—to go out to that street and get back in those cars, or to lie there in the dark, remembering?

One time Promise woke up and asked me what the lights were, and I said they were the stars. I said they crossed the sky above us, and we didn’t care because we were like fish in the sea. And for a long time after that, when she got under the blankets, she wiggled like she thought a fish would, pointed her baby hand up, and said, “Stars.” It was funny to her. 

Promise’d laugh at the lights, and I’d stare into the dark and see my mother. She’d say, “Be good girls.” My sister and I were eight and nine years old, but we knew we had to lay down. She watched for that—then she left and the men came in. My sister was in a bed beside mine, not looking at me, not talking. Not saying anything about what happened in that room afterward either because when men climb on top of you like that, you turn into dead girls. 

Sometimes the men would be late, and I would start to hope they weren’t coming, make believe that my mother said she didn’t want their money anymore. Maybe my sister was hoping, too, but Mother never did send the men away from us, not one time. It’s when you’re clean and lying in your own bed with your baby that you remember what your mother did to you. It might be worse than going back out there and getting in cars again to lie there in the dark and think about how it all got started.

So all those nights were not the good thing I wanted them to be because Promise was a child asleep, and I was a woman caught on a train I could never get off of. That was the kind of daughter she was to me. That was the kind of mother I was to her.

* * * 

[image: ]


3. AS THE WORLD TURNS

And the best times were when I was not using so much, so I was home and awake when Promise came back from kindergarten or first grade. I’d be watching As the World Turns with the Sunbeam bread and Welch’s grape jelly all ready. She’d climb up on the sofa with me, and the two of us would go to Oakfield together with Lily and Holden. We’d eat so many jelly sandwiches we’d be too full for dinner.

A couple of times, prostitutes with big hair and feather boas came on those shows. Those bitches were the strangest thing on TV, all of them so proud of themselves, talking tough. They wisecracked with everybody, even the police. What would women like that think of me, going on my dates wearing sweatpants and an old sweater, not knowing any special words at all, just mumbling the same things I heard my mother say? 

What would Promise think?

The days got too long when she was in school, and all I could do was sit at home and remember old times. Even getting in the cars again was better than that.

* * * 
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4. Letter from School

“I had a big day today!” That was my Promise talking on a dead cell phone. I’d found it in a lot off North Washington one night and gave it to her for a toy.

“I got a letter.” She wasn’t looking at me when she said that. She was off in her own world—like usual when she got home from school. I was lying down on the sofa with my eyes closed, but I knew what she was doing. She was squatting in the corner near the radiator, rooting around in her backpack. “The important part is right here. Promise A. Lewis, the third grade. OLSAT test of Mental Maturity.”

I opened my eyes and looked at her when I heard that.

“On a scale of one to nine, score nine!”

My score when I was her age.

“That means I’m smart.” 

The school called when I got my nine, and my mother shook me when she got off the phone. My head was bouncing off the wall, and she was saying, “I’m not going down there for any goddamned conference!” I never did find out what they wanted to talk to her about, and it wasn’t until I was grown up that I realized she was afraid the school would find out about those men.

“Don’t worry,” I told Promise. “Your mommy will go to the conference,” but I put my hand up over some pick marks on my face when I said it. I was using hard by then and getting into cars when she was home too. Promise didn’t answer. She didn’t like me to interrupt when she was talking on her phone.

“And I have another grand announcement to make,” she said. “I, Promise A. Lewis, have been accepted to the Superior Learners Program.” And that’s when she put her phone down and looked at me for once. “I’m going to a new school, Mom!”

So that’s what the school wanted to talk to my mother about—sending me somewhere superior.

“I want to go too!” I said. First thing out of my mouth; I don’t know why I said it. “I want to go to that school.”

And she was grinning, saying, no, no parents allowed. And I told her why not? I got the same score when I was her age, and I probably would have gotten to go to that school if my mother had let me, and Promise shook her head and said no I couldn’t. No way. She smiled like the whole idea of me being smart too was some kind of a joke. That hurt me a little bit, but I didn’t let her know. I walked over and leaned down, fixing her sweater for her, where she had it buttoned wrong. “Did you go around all day looking like that?” I asked her. 

She just shrugged.

I said, “Better be careful in that new school. You walk around looking like that, and everybody’s going to say, ‘Look at that stupid girl. There goes stupid old Promise.’” I think I sang it a little. “Stupid old Promise.”

She turned all the way around then and leaned forward so the top of her head was against the radiator, and I knew she wasn’t going to say another word to me, not anytime soon. The way she was squatting on that patch of old brown carpet and wrapping her arms around her shins, she looked like a little bird, hunched over in winter. I rubbed her back for a while, felt the bumps on her spine. “Anyway, one of us gets to go,” I told her. Finally, she nodded her head a little bit, yes.

* * * 
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5. IT’S ACADEMIC SUPERBOWL

Almost midnight walking back to Wilkins. Promise in the fifth grade by then, but holding my hand the whole way.

“You scared?”

“No, Mommy.”

Streets getting dirtier, plastic bags in the trees, broken glass. Cars coming in from Essex, Dundalk, anywhere else people want women and dope.

After a while, I said, “It’s different in Harbor East.”

“Yeah, better.”

“Why do they call it Harbor East? What’s wrong with East Harbor?”

“Sounds fancier.”

“You like that? Those big townhouses? All that... all that fancy shit at the It’s Academic meeting?”

Looked me right in the eye. “Yep.”

We’d got to where the corner boys were making long, slow circles on their bikes. “Charm City.” You could hear them calling it out. “Charm City.” And then, “Girl.” Charm City was what they were calling pot this week. Girl was heroin. I touched the ten-dollar bill folded in my pocket, realized Promise was watching me while I watched them. 

“You going to win at the Academic Superbowl?” 

“Impossible to say.”

“First time you ever had any trouble saying anything.”

Four or five men leaning against Martini’s wall, smoking, watching. Soon I’d get her home, come back out again. 

“I can get a ride.” 

“What?”

“You don’t have to take me to any more parents’ meetings. It’s too far from the bus stop, and I don’t need you there anyway.”

I didn’t say anything for a minute. Felt the coldness start seeping down my spine while I thought about what I looked like to those other kids and their parents. Eyes a little bloodshot, maybe. Was I scratching? Smoke enough crack and you’re always scratching yourself. Everybody else dressed up so nice and poor Promise stuck with me. “You don’t want me to come to any more parents’ meetings?”

She shook her head.

“Maybe you don’t even want me around at your old Superbowl either.”

“You never come to anything anyway.”

“Liar. I came all the way to Harbor East tonight.”

“Cause the coach finally called you! You never came to one single meet this whole goddamned year.”

But it was something for school—nobody told me parents were supposed to come. 

That’s what I wanted to say. 

Or else, When did you start hating me? 

Most of all, Gonna beat your ass if you cuss at me again! 

What I did say was, “If you’re so smart, I guess you don’t need me anyway.”

And she said, “Maybe not.”

I couldn’t look at her, just stared out at the street. Then I swallowed all my hurt and put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, baby girl. I don’t need to go; I already know you’re going to win.” At least, I hope that’s what I did. Some things are too hard to remember.

Anyway, I was back on the corner five minutes after I got her home. And a minute after that, I was in a little crowd behind a tall wood fence, one of the boys putting a crack pipe in my hand. That part of town, Black, White, it didn’t matter—we all knew how to do it up. And when I told them my girl was about to win a national contest, everybody said they were proud of me.

* * * 
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6. GUMMY BEAR MOMMA

But we had good times too. My Promise loved candy, and I always tried to get her some no matter what. I was dope sick one time, so bad my hands were shaking and my stomach was like a bucket of wet mud, and still all I could think about was how I hadn’t seen Promise for a week. I asked the drug man if I could pay $8.50 instead of ten so I could get my child some gummy bears. I was so sick I was stuttering, and people laughed when they heard me beg.

I don’t know why, but I thought about her, and I left the line and bought the gummy bears instead. I ran back to Promise and watched her light up like a Christmas tree when I put those bears in her hand. Maybe she thought her momma had forgot about her, and there I was, giving her candy.

“Love you, Mommy!”

“Love you, Promise!” And then I got back out of there as fast as I could. I was heaving when I grabbed old Jimmy Mitchell, cane and all, and gave him a hand job for three dollars against the fence on Harmison so I could buy my dope.

I was lucky. The line had broken up while I was gone, but it got started again. I had vomit starting up in my throat, but there were people actually clapping when they saw me come back. Somebody even called me “Gummy Bear Momma.” You have to have your own child to know why I wanted to cry right then, I felt so good.

And for a long time afterward, whenever I felt bad, I used to ask Promise, “Who buys you the gummy bears?” and she would say, “My momma does.” That is one thing I will always remember.

* * * 
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7. No Respect

My mother slapped me when I was nearly thirty years old. Slapped my face twice right in front of Martini’s with a bunch of men watching. And the guys were yelling out, “Oh god damn!” and “Take it easy, momma, that’s your girl!” But you know they were all poking each other and laughing, too, especially when she called me a dumb-bitch-whore, and I started crying and saying I was sorry like I was a little kid again.

She and my sister were keeping Promise because I didn’t have anywhere to live. My mother’d gone all the way down to Pratt Street and searched the abandonminiums—junkies, rats, rotten floors, and all—looking for me. Soon as she saw me: “Promise told me to go to hell! What are you going to do about her? She cussed her own grandmother.”

And me: “Well, what did you do to her? What did you do to make my girl cuss you?”

That’s when she hit me, and we both started screaming, but she could always scream louder than I could, and could always scare me too. “That girl’s got no respect!” my mother screamed at me. “Nobody can stop her!”

I was still crying and wiping snot off my face, but when she said that about Promise, I stopped and stared. And I saw that the woman who used to be the most powerful person in the world wasn’t so strong anymore. She was skinny and old, hardly able to walk her hip was so bad, and she was screaming because she was afraid. My mother was afraid of my child.

And I guess she knew what I was thinking almost as soon as I did because when she saw the way I was staring at her, she turned around fast and left. She looked like some kind of animal, an old rat staggering along on its hind legs, trying to find her way down that sad, ugly street with no idea of what was going on.

I would have followed her if I could have. I would have followed her the rest of my life with my arms around her and never let go, but she didn’t want me. And I knew my own daughter wouldn’t so much as cross the street for her. I made sure to catch up with Promise that night, and slam her hard against the side of the house. 

I told her I knew what she was doing, and I said, “You may not be afraid of your grandma, but you will sure as hell be afraid of me.” I was going to say more and hit her too, but the look on her face stopped me. Promise ran inside. I sat down on the steps, looked at my hands. She thought I was an enemy to her, but she didn’t know it was my own mother I’d gone against. 

When my mother had looked scared, there was a moment when I felt like Promise and I were winning something. I could have jumped up and down and shouted my child’s name right there on the sidewalk. Even when I saw her at the house, a part of me wanted to say I loved her about a thousand times, but I didn’t. I respected my mother too much.

* * * 
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8. World on a String

By the time she was in the eleventh grade, I wasn’t using anymore, just drinking. I’d found a boyfriend, Tony, who took care of things, and we had a room in the basement for Promise. I was so excited when she came back that I even had the idea we might watch TV together like we did when she was in kindergarten, me with my arm around her, both of us eating jelly sandwiches again. But I didn’t know Promise like my mother knew me, and I didn’t know how to control her either. 
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