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Knots
By
Joseph Devon

Alexis sat back against the wall of the tub and felt a slosh of tepid wa-
ter rise up her back. Marianna was getting out; she was always the first
one out. Alexis watched their mother lifting her baby sister up and no-
ticed how Marianna appeared to frown as the baby fat hanging off of her
cheeks pulled her mouth downward. Then the cheeks jiggled as she was
set down and then a smile forced its way onto Marianna's face as she no-
ticed the feeling of her wet feet on the tiled bathroom floor. This was fun
for her. Everything was fun for her. Everything was new and everything
was a joy. Slapping her round stomach, completely lacking in muscle,
was a game. Doors were toys. The few new words she was able to say
were things to be played with. Her teeth made her laugh. She stood on
the floor and proudly pushed her belly out and slapped her hands
against it before their mother placed a towel over her head which pro-
duced a stomping dance because now the towel over her head was a
game.

Alexis watched as Marianna's head poked out from the towel. Della,
the middle sister, was sitting at the far end of the tub, the bubbles she
had been sculpting now forgotten; both girls unable to look away from
Marianna. It was her joy that always made her turn the hardest.

Marianna made an attempt at pulling the towel back over her head,
then waited until it fell off again, her smile coming into view like a sun-
rise. Their mother smiled back and sat down on the toilet seat next to the
tub, gathering Marianna up and standing her between her legs. Their
mother took a bottle of hair detangler and let Marianna help squeeze
some into her hand.

Alexis unknowingly pushed further back against the wall of the tub
while Della continued to stare.

Marianna's hair was short, it was barely starting to touch her
shoulders and the back of her head was a constant squirrel's nest of au-
burn and tangles. As their mother rubbed detangler into it, Marianna
made an attempt to march, arms swinging in overly energetic circles, to-
wards the door. Their mother snagged her, accidentally smearing detan-
gler onto her stomach as she pulled Marianna close and pinned her
between her knees.

Marianna did not enjoy being held still and she began to whine, shak-
ing her head and trying to push away from their mother's legs. Then the
comb came down and began to work through her hair. The top was



relatively easy but Mairanna's head jerked back in a sudden spasm when
the squirrel's nest in the back was caught up in the comb's teeth. Her face
instantly crumbled into a chubby mask of tears and her absolute lack of
any mental barriers allowed her to switch from conveying annoyance at
being pinned down to abject horror as the comb crackled through more
knots. Her feet began drumming on the floor, her head began whipping
back and forth, both actions recognizable by Alexis and Della from the
tub as dangerous and more likely to make things worse, but they ad-
mired Marianna's blustering courage nonetheless.

This admiration turned to envy for Alexis as, seemingly before it even
started, Marianna's turn was through. Her short hair proved little
ground for knots to form and this allowed the comb to do its work with
relative ease leaving an orderly rowed helmet of hair piled on top of
Marianna's head. Again Marianna's face did a u-turn and as soon as their
mother released her Marianna's face lit up in a joy too pure to bear any
memories of the past few minutes and she was off to run naked up and
down the hall.

Their mother went after her, laughter seeping through the open bath-
room door as Marianna was chased down, diapered, dressed.

Alexis saw her red plastic car wobbling at the bottom of the tub next to
her, rearing up on its back wheels due to something in its hood wanting
to float. Della began to play again, the laughter of their baby sister in the
hall erasing the tears from moments ago completely, wiping Della's
mind as clean as a dry erase board, and Alexis felt a touch of jealousy at
her little sisters; Marianna was done and Della didn't quite remember.

Alexis, though, was unable to reach out and pick up her red car like
she wanted to; too much of her knew that her turn was coming soon and
the memory of last time came back to her clearly. Their last bath had
been unbearable. Alexis's screams had driven their mother to swear
loudly and throw the comb against the wall. Alexis had turned around
terrified and seen tears in her mother's eyes. She was dreading her turn.
She thought she had seen similar dread on their mother's face.

Their mother returned and Della was plucked out of the tub. She
stood, dripping wet while their mother fetched a towel, and her large
doe eyes flashed around the room.

Their mother returned and the goose pimples forming on Della's arms
were covered over with cotton ample enough to cover an adult, the re-
mains pooling at Della's feet. And now, with their mother sitting back
down on the toilet seat cover and Della bundled up between her legs, the
resemblance came out. Della was their mother; their mother was Della.



The two looked like the same organism viewed through varying ends of
a temporal telescope, one way showing the bounce of youth and un-
frozen look of innocence, the other showing the sag of time and the
wrinkles of knowledge. Put together the two formed bookends of attrac-
tion that Alexis had always reacted poorly to on some deeper level than
she understood. Even now in the bathroom, with Della wet and mostly
hidden by a towel and their mother in a t-shirt, her sweater cast off after
the first few splashes of the bath had soaked her through, even now they
presented a duality that provided an aesthetic appeal normally found on
the cover of clothing catalogues and which made the photos of them to-
gether seem to sparkle, their mother pushing Della on the swings, their
mother holding Della on the couch, their mother letting Della feed her a
piece of pasta. These photos were instantly framed and put up in areas of
prominence about the house; they took over desktops and hallways.
There was one hanging over Alexis and Della's bunk bed.

Alexis turned away and searched about in the bathwater for her red
plastic car as their mother towel dried Della's hair. Alexis's fingers closed
over the car when she heard Della start to whimper and she looked up to
see that duality expressed again between mother and daughter. Della's
cries were always the worst and, in turn, their mother's grief as she
combed through the knots was always most obvious when the sufferer
was Della. And Della did suffer.

Her hair was lengths longer than Marianna's, whose laughter as she
knocked over blocks continued to seep into the bathroom, and the knots
in Della's curly hair came to stay. Alexis looked away again and listened
to the cries bordering on screams as the teeth of the comb grappled with
each new tangle, followed by the lulls of sobbing when the comb was
disengaged. Alexis looked up to see the towel drop off of Della's
shoulders as she gave a particularly emotional attempt to duck her head
away from the comb; their mother only put her hand on her now naked
shoulder to hold her still.

Della's screams were more animated than her sister's and gained
power due to her ability to form words and names and pin the blame for
her tears on their mother. It was difficult for Alexis to watch.

And then Della was done, her hair shiny and darker brown than usual
due to the water. Their mother gave her a kiss on top of her head and
then walked her out to let her pick out her pajamas for the night. Alexis
listened to the sound of the closet door opening and drawer handles rat-
tling back into place, their repetitive and diminishing clatter the loudest
noise to reach back to the bathroom.



Alexis felt the plastic red car in her hands, picked it up and drove it
along the edge of the tub, heard Marianna shriek with joy as Della came
to join her in play, watched the plastic car leave a trail of water behind as
it continued its journey along the bathtub rim, felt her hair, wet against
her back, shift as she moved to continue driving the car, heard her
mother's footsteps, looked up, saw her looking down at her.

Alexis picked the plastic car up and held it against her chest as her
mother's fingers reached under her arms and picked her up out of the
tub. The tiles were cold under her feet and the water dripping off of her
splashed up against her ankles. She was enveloped in a towel, felt the
cotton rubbing her skin dry, the friction from her mother's hands was
warm and felt good.

Her head got lost in the towel and everything went black. Then her
mother gave her a gentle pat on her bottom. "Okay, you're all set," her
mother said, and Alexis heard her footsteps leaving the bathroom.
Reaching a hand up, Alexis pulled at the towel and gathered it against
her as it fell from her head. She was standing facing the bathroom mir-
ror. On the counter in front of her were her brush and comb. Outside the
door she heard her mother call out that she was going down to the kit-
chen and that she wanted everyone ready for bed by the time she came
back up. Alexis listened as the thump of her mother's bare feet receded
down the stairs. She looked back at the counter, picked up the comb,
stared at herself in the mirror.

Alexis lay on the top bunk running a length of hair through her fin-
gers. Underneath her, Della was flipping through a pop-up book and she
could hear the thick cardboard pages being turned while their mother
was saying a final goodnight to Marianna in her room down the hall.
Alexis heard Marianna's door shut, then a bit later felt the bunk bed
jostle as their mother sat down to say goodnight to Della. Then she felt
her mother's hand on her head, felt her fingers pinch her nose as they al-
ways did at bedtime, heard the guard rails creak as her mother stood on
Della's bed and pulled herself up high enough to kiss Alexis on the fore-
head. "That's my big girl," her mother whispered. Then she was gone, the
lights were out, the door was shut, the nightlight in the corner warming
up the room in a soft orange glow.

Alexis stared up at the ceiling. She pulled another lock of hair down
and ran her fingers through it. Then she rolled over, closing her eyes,
and tried to fall asleep. A few moments later her feet began kicking hap-
pily and uncontrollably under the covers as she rolled her body back



over, her eyes opening wide to look up at the ceiling as a smile radiated
across her face.
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The Letter (2000)

Naming your main character Tom means something in American
literature. The Ghosts' of Sawyer and Joad haunt that character
from page one. But in The Letter, instead of hiding behind the
memorable characterizations of past ‘literary Toms,' Joseph Devon
attacks this notion of the proud, stoic, and resourceful hero in
modern times. After an unspeakable accident leaves Tom Quint
without a shred of hope, he must reluctantly explore not only the
world he passes in his ragtop, but the life that has passed him by.
And like his literary predecessors, Quint's reluctance to adapt is
what makes his struggle to survive so compelling.

Black Eyed Susan (2007)

True love can develop in a number of ways. Sometimes it happens
at first sight. Sometimes it takes warm beer, teenage nights at the
beach, misunderstood conversations and a lot of persistence. A
little luck never hurt either.

He'll Always Have Paris (2007)

Dorian is the head of a lab researching a breakthrough technology
for the treatment of those suffering emotional trauma. But one
night he decides that this not-quite-ready-yet treatment would be
the perfect thing to fix his failing marriage. Mix The Matrix with
the set from the original Frankenstein movie, add a dash of
couples therapy, stir, then pour into a tall glass made out of old
Twilight Zone episodes and you’ll have a sense of some of the fla-
vors this story calls to mind.

New York City Marathon (2007)

The day of the New York City Marathon brings vast crowds to
Manhattan. Some come to run the race. Some come to watch the
race. Some come to get drunk and watch the race. And some come
knowing full well that there is more than one way to run a
marathon.

Liquid Calling (2007)
This story examines the obvious connection between aluminum
foil, a Manhattan real estate broker approaching his seventies, and
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the Cold War. Follow Micheal Morzeny on the last sales call he’ll
ever make.

The Rags (2007)

It's not often that you get to see what happens when a modern
day writer attempts to rewrite a literary masterpiece using a laun-
dromat as his setting and talking clothes as his characters. This is
probably a good thing. But for those of you who ever wondered
what that might look like, this is your story.

Private Showing (2007)

A simple story about a man struggling to deal with loss. This is
one of the shortest pieces I've ever written. This description will
be equally short.

Jacob Checks Out (2007)

A confused narrator tries to piece together the life of one of his
oldest friends, Jacob. Various parts of Jacob’s life are held up to
the light, from childhood through present day, as friends try to
tind the cracks that eventually led to Jacob’s unconventional exit.

Scarface's Burden (2007)

A reworking of one of Jonathan Coulton’s songs. Explore the vari-
ous inner workings of a mad genius’s compound through the eyes
of his most loyal assistant, Scarface. Between maintenance on the
golden submarine, keeping the various departments happy, and
getting his boss back on his feet, Scarface has plenty to keep him
busy during a long winter day.

Light-Years Ahead of His Time (2007)

This story was published out of sequence because I got somewhat
derailed during the Holidays by family and then I got sick and
blah blah blah. At some point leading up to this story I decided
that I wanted to write something about “worm-holes and mor-
ons.” This is the result of that wish.

You're Allowed to Order Takeout (2008)

This was a strange story in a lot of ways. I had to carve this out of
very little. It’s short and it’s minimal, but for some reason I can’t
stop thinking about it. Basically we visit with Neil, who has just


http://generation.feedbooks.com/userbook/3159.pdf
http://generation.feedbooks.com/userbook/3160.pdf
http://generation.feedbooks.com/userbook/3161.pdf
http://generation.feedbooks.com/userbook/3162.pdf
http://generation.feedbooks.com/userbook/3163.pdf
http://generation.feedbooks.com/userbook/3164.pdf

welcomed his second child into the world, and watch as he tries to
tfind his emotional footing again.

Continental Drift (2008)

Two people visiting Europe under some not very ideal circum-
stances wind up brushing up against each other’s lives ever so
softly on the moonlit beach of Cannes.

The Donkey of Vincento (2008)

I have absolutely no idea how to describe this story. I read a lot.
And I've read a lot of translations. And they always strike me as
being just a little off and missing just a little something. Somehow,
with this story, I wound up trying to capture that odd sense of not
quite understanding what is happening while reading a classic
story from another language. A donkey, a village, a festival, and a
simple stupid story of love.

Uneven Shading (2008)

Marshal finds himself unable to concentrate at work, and what’s
worse, he’s come to realize that he’s disappearing from view en-
tirely. When his boss takes note Marshal is sent home to try and
figure out where the rest of him is.

The Pea Pod Gambit (2008)

Atticus and Seth have the perfect setup: a three bedroom apart-
ment with a third roommate who is never around because he is al-
ways over at his girlfriend’s house. But when their roommate’s re-
lationship ends Seth and Atticus decide to take matters into their
own hands in order to get things back to just the way they were.

Probability Angels (2009)

Matthew Huntington’s problems seem to keep growing. Not only
is he seeing things in garbage cans but his mentor doesn’t think
he’s working up to his full potential, his best friend can’t offer any
solace but drunken confusion, and his wife is dying in Central
Park. Of course, the fact that Matthew himself died over two dec-
ades ago isn’t helping things. And then things start to really go
wrong. Come explore the world of Matthew and Epp and see
what a samurai from Feudal Japan has to do with the course of
modern physics, what a two-thousand year old Roman slave has
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to do with the summit of Mount Everest, and what a dead man
from Brooklyn has to do with the fate of the world.
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