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Esther Rae Rosenbaum 

by Lola Morgan  

Esther Rae Rosenbaum sat outside the supermarket and hummed ballads in a voice that warbled softly 
like a menstruating hen. She was selling Girl Scout cookies. It had been a long day. Most of the people 
buying cookies were women over sixty, and it was making Esther Rae’s dysthymia kick in. They 
reminded her of her grandma, who wasn’t doing well. She was old and frail and probably didn’t have 
much time left. On weekends such as this—when most chicks her age were smoking ganja in the backs of 
pick-up trucks and making out under the boardwalk—Esther Rae stayed at home with her grandma, 
preparing stir-fried vegetables and helping her use Netflix.  

Rae had always been a late bloomer. By the sixth grade, around when most girls had started getting their 
periods, poor Esther Rae hadn’t even started wearing a bra. As a result she was sometimes bullied in 
subtle ways by girls at her middle school. For instance, a popular girl once shouted in the lunchroom, 
“you still haven’t kissed a boy!?” loudly enough that everyone within a three-table radius could hear. 

“I just haven’t found the right guy,” Esther Rae answered. 

“The right guy?” said the popular girl. “If you wait around forever, your poon will dry up like a geiartric 
elder.” 

“That’s not nice.” 

Despite such setbacks in the social realm, Rae excelled in most of her undertakings at school. She had a 
perfect GPA, was editor of the newspaper, and was generally well-liked by her teachers—especially the 
male ones, since she had an understated sex appeal from a young age, even though her outfits were 
definitely more androgynous than feminine.  

By the time the sun began to set outside the Sunset Coast Supervalu, Esther Rae Rosenbaum found 
herself alone with several cartons of cookies and a metal box of cash. Due to some scheduling mishaps 
among the moms of group 4033, nobody had arranged to swing by with a minivan and take the folding 
table and unsold boxes of Girl Scout cookies home. Esther Rae killed some time by doing her bio 
homework.  

Eventually a pale male employee in a blue polo and jeans told Esther Rae that the store was closing now, 
and she would have to take her Girl Scout cookies somewhere else. Hurriedly, Rae crammed all the boxes 
she could fit into a plastic grocery store basket she found by the automatic front doors. Then she 
embarked on a lonely ramble down streets lined with Palm Trees, empty plastic bottles, and rusty old 
sedans.  
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Rae thought about bringing the cookies home to her grandma, but figured they had too high of a glycemic 
index, and would probably put her at a higher risk for heart attack. She thought about eating them herself, 
but was old enough to know about calories. So after some thought, Esther Rae decided to go door-to-door 
and attempt to sell the cookies herself. 

The first house that Rae approached was made of blue stucco and was raised on a cement pillars, like a 
beach house crossed with a prison watchtower. When Esther Rae rang the doorbell, she heard the frenzied 
howling of a hound, followed by some muffled whines. The door opened slowly to the face of an 
emaciated woman with skin dyed orange, gripping a vizsla by its neck scruff. 

“No cookies. But I’m happy to give you some cash if you’ll leave.” 

Esther Rae walked away with a crisp twenty-dollar bill secured firmly in the butt pocket of her red skinny 
jeans.  

The next house had a green lawn so immaculately mowed that Esther Rae figured the tenant must have 
OCD. (Rae suffered from OCD herself, which resulted in frequent hand-washing and an obsession with 
good grades, among other less admirable behaviors.) The door was made of some sort of white synthetic 
wood that looked really clean but more or less unwelcoming. She rang the doorbell and waited for at least 
45 seconds. A man wearing blue sweatpants and a white Hanes T-shirt finally opened the door with a 
bottle of Corona Light in hand, which (judging by the fresh condensation on the bottle's surface) had just 
been taken from the fridge.  
 
The man looked Rae up and down like someone deciding on lunch meat at the grocery store. Esther Rae 
did her spiel, and he bought a few boxes of Lemon Chalet Creams. 

Taking care not to walk on the lawn of the OCD dude, Esther Rae made her way to her next destination: a 
three-story brick mansion with a hot tub out front. A tall man swung the door open with a masculine 
flourish that made it slam against the front of the house. He was in his forties, with a golden pompadour 
and the build of a male model for Eddie Bauer, but fatter.  

“Why hello little kid,” he said with a grin. “How can I help?”  
 
“I’m selling Girl Scout Cook—“ 

The sound of an oven timer rang loudly from indoors. “You came just in time for some cheese bread! 
Come in for a sec. Just let me get it out of the oven, OK!?” 

Esther Rae settled comfortably on a couch of maroon leather and took a long glance around the living 
room. Before her stood a large fireplace of polished limestone; above it, what appeared to be the head of a 
poached arctic yak. From some basketball trophies on the mantel, she learned his name was Jeff.   
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Jeff re-entered from the kitchen carrying a plate of small toasts with slices of cheese that looked like they 
came from the gourmet aisle at the grocery store. He saw her staring at the mounted yak head, looking 
simultaneously disturbed and impressed.  

“I bought that after I made a bet with my buddy about whether Britney Spears would be fat by her mid-
twenties.” 

“Is Britney Spears fat?” asked Esther Rae. 

“She was fat when I won the bet! Haha!” 

Jeff sat down on the coach and gave Esther Rae a brief synopsis of his life. He had amassed his fortune as 
an attorney, after winning a court case for a porn star who stole expensive jewelry from the homes of 
famous guys. Since then he had invested a great deal in real estate around California and various 
neighboring states.  
 
“So kid,” Jeff leaned forward. “What’s your niche?” 

“Well. Lately I spend most nights taking care of Grandmama.” 

“Oh jeeze.”  

Esther Rae frowned.  

“You got parents?” asked Jeff. 

Rae shook her head. “Just Grandmama.”   

Jeff’s gaze drifted to the screen-printed Nike logo on the front of Esther Rae’s shirt, which had begun to 
wear off from too many runs through the washer. Then he got up and came back with a checkbook. “Now 
I’ve always been one to help out those in need. So here’s the deal. I’m gonna buy a lot of cookies from 
you. But only if you promise to deliver the cookies to me yourself, you hear?” 

“That should be fine.” 

And with that, Jeff scrawled out a check that would pay off the debt that had plagued Esther Rae ever 
since she decided to get braces.  

… 
 
At the end of each school year, the Girl Scouts of Troop 4033 held a potluck in which they rewarded each 
girl for cookie sales with patches that could be sewn or ironed onto her turquoise vest. The ceremony took 
place in a small rented basketball court at G.W. Carver Community Park. Most mothers came bearing 
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homemade casseroles, pans of rice-crispy treats, and untossed salads with packets of dressing on the side 
(the choices: Ranch, Caesar, Thousand Island). In years past, Esther Rae Rosenbaum came empty-handed 
and without a chaperone, for Grandmama was not adroit with cooking utensils. Her entrance was usually 
met with a round of harsh glances from the other Girl Scout mothers followed by a salvo of whispered 
phrases. Ulch here we go … It’s called a potluck, not a welfare luncheon … Can’t she afford a god damn 
bowl of Doritos? Christ. As Esther Rae grew older, she observed a quirk in the dynamic of the troop—
often, the girls with the bitchiest mothers were the easiest to get along with. These girls understood that 
following the rules of the “Girl Scout promise” was a surefire way to get your ass kicked physically on 
the playground, or verbally around the dinner table at home.  
 
Esther Rae had not always lived alone with her grandma. For a while she lived with her father, a 
handsome and intelligent man named Harold. (Esther Rae's mom died in childbirth.) As a child, Hal was 
mostly absent—either off playing music at the bar, or on dates with women—but when he was home, he 
and Esther Rae used to enjoy playing videogames together on the Xbox he got her as a Hanukkah gift. 
When Rae was seven-years-old, Hal abandoned her with his mother to devote his life to a career as a 
singer-songwriter with a band called “The Sex Butchers.” The band was actually well-known among a 
crowd of young skinheads in Eastern Europe. Before Grandmama was in the wheelchair, she took Esther 
Rae on a trip to France (funded by Hal) to watch her dad play a concert. The experience ended up being 
more traumatizing than fulfilling, given that her dad forgot she was there and left the show promptly with 
a group of young chicks without so much as a “Hey kiddo.” That was the last time she had seen him. Rae 
figured his decision to leave home had something to do with her being super uncool. As a result she had 
low self-esteem (horrible, in fact) and never made much of an effort to socialize at school.  

However tonight at the potluck, Esther Rae Rosenbaum made an entrance that would be gossiped about 
by the Girl Scout mothers for years to come. She came dragging a red plastic wagon, which contained 
within it a triple decker wedding cake (purchased on sale at Costco) that sent a ripple of raised brows 
among the young girls in the troop and a hum of sighs from the adults. Ontop of that she wore an elegant 
get-up of sheer gold leggings and a red designer blazer; a bit too large, but fashionable nonetheless. Rae 
left her wagon next to the fold-out table on the left sideline of the indoor basketball court. Then she sat 
down with the other girls atop a blue gym mat in the back of the room.  

A troop leader with hair colored like a skunk’s hyde stood up behind a plywood podium and waited 
passive aggressively until the room quieted down. “On behalf of the Girl Scouts of America, I would like 
to present the following girls with a Certificate of Excellence for their cookie sales. Okay?” 

One by one, in order of lowest to highest number of cookies sold, the Girl Scouts of Troop 4033 took the 
stage and accepted a certificate, printed on embossed paper, which many would take home and hang on 
bulletin boards in their bedrooms. Esther Rae’s name was last on the list. As she ascended the three stairs 
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that made up the stage in the recreation room, she was struck by the hesitance with which the other girls 
applauded. She suspected they were more envious than proud of her. As she walked across the stage and 
accepted her certificate, Esther Rae felt the stirrings of a volcanic ego within her, waiting for a chance to 
explode. 

… 
 
When Esther Rae returned home that night, she promptly served her grandmother a can of low sodium 
French Onion soup. As usual, Grandmama ate the bowl in silence with her gaze upon the table, sometimes 
clearing her throat between swallows. Though Rae normally didn't mind the guttural croaks that 
Grandmama conjured at each meal, tonight they bothered her immensely—so much that she left her 
grandmother at the kitchen table alone. She knew it was time for one of Grandmama's favorite program, 
The Voice. And yet she didn’t bother to wheel her into the living room. She watched it on her own. When 
the show was done, Esther Rae left the old girl asleep in an upright position at the kitchen table, quietly 
loaded several boxes of cookies into her new red plastic wagon, and tiptoed out the front door.  

The night was flavored with a tart scent like sweat on a baby deer. The sound the plastic wagon wheels 
made on the cement was so loud that Esther Rae feared someone would report her to the police for 
disturbing the peace. In addition she feared that someone might leap from behind a Palm Tree and abduct 
her. But nothing happened to her, thank God, and Esther Rae made it to her destination just fine. 

As she ascended the front walkway leading to Jeff’s house, Esther Rae could hear a mellow bassline of a 
smooth jazz recording from inside of the oak front door. The music reminded her of the album they liked 
to play on loop in the lobby of her grandma's cardiologist. It occurred to Rae that Jeff was probably up to 
no good at this time of the night. It's possible, she thought, that Jeff is having a wild orgy right now.  

Esther Rae's imagination constructed the scene in her mind. She imagined a bunch of busty blond chicks 
sauntering around the joint with their clothes off. Then she felt a peculiar curiosity burn inside her gut, 
and felt the impulse to open the door unannounced. Instead, Rae left the wagon near the door, and turned 
around to head back home. 

Just as Esther Rae approached the end of the driveway, she heard the door of Jeff's door open with a dull 
wooden growl. 

"The fuck is this?" she heard Jeff say when he caught sight of the wagon.  

For a moment Esther Rae felt compelled to start running. But her imagination constructed another 
frightening image; the overmedicated and indifferent eyes of poor old Grandmama waiting back home. 
She turned back toward Jeff.  

“I brought your cookies. Sir.” 
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"You're not gonna believe this," said Jeff in a sultry voice. “But I just made chicken wings, noodles, and 
some vegetable potstickers! Come on in and we’ll have a quick snack.”  

In the dining room hung a chandelier that Esther Rae thought resembled a large Christmas ornament 
covered with red sequins. (According to Jeff it was ruby-encrusted crystal.) In the center of the room was 
a large sheet of clear glass propped up by ceramic mermaids with their tops off, which Jeff scored at a 
Beverley Hills estate sale. Rae told him that she thought it was cool.  

After they ate, Jeff gave Rae a short tour of the house, beginning with the kitchen. Esther Rae recognized 
the white cabinets from a an episode of Extreme Makeover: Home Edition she once watched with 
Grandmama. The marble center island in the kitchen was swathed in natural light from a set of sliding 
doors at one end of the room, which opened into a backyard that contained a fluorescent turquoise 
swimming pool. Esther Rae could smell the chlorine from where she sat indoors. 

“Do you like to go swimming?” she asked Jeff.  

“Naw,” he answered. “But chicks do! Haha!” 

He then took her to the study: a spacious room with green carpet lined with tall dusty shelves of books 
which made Esther Rae excited. Jeff saw her grinning. “All these books are first editions,” he added. 
“Cost me a lung and a half.” When Rae asked him if he liked to read, he pretended not to hear. 

The next stop was the basement, a big room with clean tan carpets and a red suede couch that was soft 
and plump, like a hooker’s painted lips. On the wall in front of it rested an LCD television set that—
Esther Rae swore to God—was larger than the garage door at her old house. Underneath that: an Xbox 
360 (complete with Kinect) and a shelf of games in lime-green boxes that made Esther Rae’s eyes 
glimmer with the same ecstasy she felt the first time she walked through a Best Buy on her own.  

From the basement, Esther Rae and Jeff ascended a winding staircase all the way to the upstairs, where he 
took her into the first of several guest rooms (“the nice one,” he said). The room was decorated with red 
carpets, several plants. It had nice Feng Shui. 

Jeff caressed the top of the bed. “You ever slept in sheets made of silk?” 

This statement was followed by a somewhat awkward but not uncomfortable silence.  

"What time is it?" asked Esther Rae, glancing around the room for a clock.  

Jeff looked at his watch. "It’s midnight. What time do you usually go to bed?” 

“Seven-thirty.”  
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After some deliberation Jeff and Esther Rae concluded that it would be safest and wisest for her to spend 
the night at his place. Jeff hooked his iPod and selected a playlist called "Aromatherapy Mix." From 
expensive white speakers on either side of the bed, Rae heard a smooth vibraphone groove, ornamented 
with sound effects that were meant to be relaxing: coyotes howling, cicadas bleating, and waves crashing 
on the beach. The soundtrack had an immediate effect on Rae, and right away she fell into a soporific rest. 

… 
 
Harold Rosenbaum hadn't visited home once since moving to Silicon Plains. He worked for a corporation 
called LifeSafe, which specialized in designing electronic security systems that were supposed to keep old 
people from dying in their own homes.  Some of the features of LifeSafe included an in-home security 
camera system that streamed a live feed of what was taking place in the house to a room of new 
employees and unpaid interns at the Silicon Plains HQ. The idea was that if an old person fell in his or her 
own home, someone would be watching, and would send an ambulance on the old person’s behalf. (In 
reality the new employees and unpaid interns often gathered around one screen all at once, depending on 
which feed was the most entertaining at any given moment. Once they found a woman in her nineties do a 
naked tango in her living room alone, and often, they witnessed very old men having affairs with hired 
strippers.) LifeSafe also offered some less extreme ways of ensuring the health and safety of the elderly: 
for example, a wristwatch and pair of bifocal lenses with built-in sensors that would notify the 
headquarters in the event of a sudden and forceful movement which was meant to indicate a fall, though 
they were having some issues with this device—either the sensor went off too often (every time someone 
plunked down on their couch), or did not signal an actual fall (if the fall happened to be particularly 
graceful, or the person wearing the sensor weighed under 110 pounds).  

Hal Rosenbaum’s job was to convince the sons and daughters of geriatric elders why it would be wise to 
purchase a LifeSafe in-home security system, rather than continue to invest tremendous amounts of 
energy and time toward caring for their parents themselves. Hal was paid on commission, and was a 
talented salesman, so he could afford a modest condominium on the shore of a man-made lake in a 
residential corner of town. He mostly kept to himself, except for on Fridays and Saturdays, when he 
frequented a local pub called The Indigo Heifer, which was decorated with landscape oil paintings of 
Midwestern USA. On many nights, Hal would take home a woman, a habit he had developed in the hey-
day of his musical career as the guitarist of a modestly successful rock group, which had disbanded 
around the time Hal got his first promotion at LifeSafe. These days Hal preferred women in their thirties 
who looked like they exercised, but were not scary-thin like his mother.  

During lunchtime on a humid afternoon in May, Hal sat on a picnic table outside a Subway restaurant 
near his office and looked around at the other food options the strip mall had to offer. In the window of a 
Red Lobster he glimpsed a small poster that advertised a Mother’s Day Special involving all-you-can-eat 
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jumbo coconut shrimp. As he took the last bite of his turkey sub sandwich, he felt a twinge of guilt for 
being a lousy father and son. Usually such feelings of guilt subsided after a moment of discomfort, like 
flatulence. But this time it didn’t go away. 

When Hal got back to work he searched the LifeSafe database (which contained the names and addresses 
of every senior citizen within a 40-mile range) for the name of his mother, Mae, hoping that she had 
purchased LifeSafe and he could learn more about her mental and/or physical state. The search gave back 
the address of his childhood home. Under the place for a phone number, the database said: “Out of 
Service.” Hal had the unpleasant thought that maybe his mother had croaked.  

That night, Hal skipped beers at The Indigo Heifer and made the three-hour drive in his tan Subaru 
Forester to Sunset Coast. He hadn’t been there in half a decade—not since he flew the coop to live in 
Europe in his mid-thirties. Eventually the highway scenery gave way to a poor-but-not-quite-ghetto area 
of town, where the best place to eat was a Ruby Tuesday’s, built in place of a diner where Hal liked to get 
pancakes as a boy. A couple blocks farther sat a little red duplex with a white chain-link fence and a lawn 
of shaggy brown grass. This was Hal’s old home. He pulled into the driveway and went up the four front 
steps, made of grey cement. After knocking on the door a few times, he found it unlocked and went 
inside. 

The first thing Hal noticed was a smell like boiled cauliflower, which he figured must be coming from the 
kitchen waste disposal or garbage can. It was, in fact, the smell of old people in the summer, wafting from 
his mother at the kitchen table where Esther Rae had left her. Her eyes were barely open and she was 
breathing in soft raspy moans, like an emphysemic snake.   

Hal took a few steps forward. “Are you awake?” he asked.  

“What?”   

“It’s your son, Hal. I came to say Happy Mother’s Day.” 

His mother didn’t move. Hal wasn’t sure whether she was breathing or not.  

Then she spoke. “Your daughter’s gone missing. I’ve gone two weeks without a bath.”  

…  

The first time Esther Rae had visited the therapy office at her public middle school, she’d discussed ways 
of combating her depression. The therapist had advised that she come up with an imaginary Safe Space 
that she could visit whenever feeling especially down. Rae found that escaping to her Safe Space allowed 
her to pass through life unscathed by the savage comments of popular girls in the lunchroom; unhurt by 
the middle school art teacher who said that her painting of a deceased cat from childhood looked like it 
was drawn by a retard; unself-conscious around the weight-obsessed Girl Scout mothers who often talked 
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loudly about their latest diet plans; and unterrified of the lifeless eyes of Grandmama while she stared for 
hours at episodes of sitcoms and gameshows on television. The Safe Space contained a comfortable blue 
armchair on a bed of clouds softer than a billion bunny’s butts; and in front of the armchair, a game 
console with a magical hard drive that contained every video game ever created since God said “let there 
be light” and ignited televisions and computer screens worldwide with their respective virtual realities, 
unique to every gamer, a vast network of electron-image-systems that seemed to Esther Rae proof of 
intelligent design.  

Back when Esther Rae used to go to synagogue, she’d grown hip to the concept of guilt, which she 
perceived as a peculiar mixture of shame and anxiety which constantly simmered in her lower abdomen 
like the I-Can’t-Believe-It’s-Not-Butter she used to fry egg whites for Grandmama. Faith in Judaism was 
part of what kept Rae taking care of her grandma and working diligently in school, for she somehow felt 
that God would smite her if she ceased to get all A’s on her report card—and that if she did well it might 
boost her chances of getting admitted into heaven someday. (It also might help her get into a good 
college.) Yet by the age of eleven, Esther Rae had begun to question whether God was really there for her, 
or just as emotionally unavailable as her own father. If that was the case, and God was indifferent, then 
why bother with all this guilt shit? So of course when Jeff asked Esther Rae if she wanted to hang out at 
his place for a while, she felt no shame in saying: “I’m down.” 

For almost two weeks Esther Rae had been living out a slightly refurbished version of her armchair-in-
the-clouds fantasy in “the pleasure cave,” the nickname Jeff had given to the basement of his house. On a 
blue beanbag chair placed in the optimal viewing zone of his home theater system, Rae sat and played 
first-person shooter games for twelve-hour stretches, taking breaks only to use the bathroom or toss 
together a small meal in the kitchen upstairs. She wanted very badly to beat the respective campaigns of 
Call of Duty 2-4, Prince of Persia, Halo 2, and Grand Theft Auto IV. It was the same feeling she got when 
writing an essay or studying for a math exam she wanted to ace—a raw adrenalized focus of beyond-
manic proportions.  

Esther Rae immersed herself in so many realms of unreality that her sight began to register different 
furniture items as dangerous obstacles in the way of her safe passage around the house (e.g. on her way to 
the bathroom, she dodged a mini trash can on the ground as if it were a landmine). She considered what 
she ate in terms of point-value that would either boost her stamina or drain her health (thus she ate 
Cheerios with skim milk as opposed to Pop Tarts or Eggo waffles with syrup). She also viewed people as 
either allies or foes, which meant that Grandmama was an enemy, and Jeff was her only friend.  

Jeff spent most days out of the house at ritzy restaurants and country clubs with his buddies, which he 
wrote off on his taxes as “business dates.” He returned home around 5pm, often bringing with him a 
clothing item or videogame for Esther Rae. Then he would join her for a few rounds of split-screen 
multiplayer and ask her to choose a television series On Demand, though she usually shrugged her 
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shoulders and let him decide. (He liked Game of Thrones.) In spite of his generally laid-back attitude—he 
was an Aquarius Rising—Jeff began to feel a dull frustration toward Rae for her inability to cheer the 
fuck up.   

“Why do you always seem so bummed out?” he asked one night.  

Esther Rae tilted her head and sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just kind of worried that Grandmama 
might have died, and that I’m the one responsible.” 

“Huh?” 

“Never mind. I’m going to bed.” 

As Esther Rae walked up the basement stairs she heard the theme song of a new episode of Game of 
Thrones play on the television, and felt glad that she didn’t have to watch it. Yet rather than lie in bed and 
turn on the Aromatherapy Mix as usual, Esther Rae stopped in the kitchen and prepared two Eggo waffles 
in the toaster, then ate them in the dining room swathed in murky red light from the ruby-encrusted 
chandelier. On the table she found an open copy of the Sunset Coast Post, where Jeff had begun 
unsuccessfully to solve a game of Sudoku. The cover story was a not-so-well researched investigation of 
how Nicki Minaj developed such a big ass, complete with before-and-after photos from high school until 
now. Beyond articles like this one (which helped the publication stay in business), the Sunset Coast Post 
hoped to inform local residents on news events specific to the area. Thus, the Nicki Minaj piece was 
followed by reports of neighborhood robberies, shootings, kidnappings, and child molestations. While 
Esther Rae read (jotting a few copy edits on the page in red pen), she thought briefly about Jeff’s motives 
in letting her stay for so long—for just like the Guilt-Free Maple Syrup she liked to eat with her waffles, 
Jeff’s behavior toward Esther Rae had always been suspiciously sweet.  

Esther Rae’s train of thought came to an abrupt halt when she laid eyes on a set of adverts on the last page 
of the Sunset Coast Post. In a 2” x 2” square in the bottom left corner of the last page of News, Esther Rae 
Rosenbaum’s name was printed on the page. (Underneath it: the words “Have You Seen Me?” in Arial 
Bold.) The ad included a small photo of Esther Rae from the second grade, wearing her favorite shirt at 
the time: a red polo from Abercrombie. 

At that moment Esther Rae had a flashback to a pivotal moment in her youth: the day of her second grade 
choir concert. Esther Rae had been selected to sing a solo in a song called “The Rhythm of Life,” a funky 
chart composed by a music teacher who had taught at her school in the 1980s. Esther Rae’s solo was no 
more than 16 bars. In order to give it she was asked to stand in line behind four other students (one of 
whom happened to have down syndrome) who were also giving solos in this particular song. When it was 
Esther Rae’s turn to stand before the mic, waiting for the groovy cadence that cued her solo, she scanned 
the crowd with wan eyes for the presence of her dad, who’d told her that he’d “try to make it.” When she 



!11

realized he wasn’t there, she felt the back of her throat ripen with grief. She gave the solo anyway. It 
sounded like hell. 

The reason Esther Rae remembered that moment specifically was because she’d been wearing the same 
red polo from Abercrombie on the day of that concert, which was now on display in the “Have You Seen 
Me?” advert. She hadn’t worn that shirt since the day of the concert in the second grade. That’s seriously 
how outdated this photo was.  

“Fuck this,” thought Esther Rae. She shoveled down the last few bites of her Eggos and tossed the Sunset 
Coast Post into the recycling bin. Then she went upstairs to bed. 

… 

It may not have been obvious from her sallow-eyed stare, but Mae Rosenbaum was absolutely thrilled to 
have her son back in the house. Hal had been her one and only child—a Mama’s boy from before he 
exited the womb, when he used to kick especially hard when Mae would interact with other men, as if he 
were jealous. (At least, that’s how Mae rationalized his violent nudges every time she put on a maternity 
bikini and smoked cigarettes on the shore of the public beach.) In the era of his birth there was not yet 
technology that would have allowed Mae to look up the gender of the fetus before it was born. So when 
she was first told “It’s a boy!” in a soprano trill from a nurse in the delivery room, Mae Rosenbaum was 
deeply relieved, so much that her heart rate quickly sank to a level of abnormal calm for right after a 
birthing and the doctors thought she might have gone under for good. Really she’d just never been the 
type to show enthusiasm.  

The point was, Mae had really wanted a man-child, not female. Therefore the level of affection Mae 
showed toward Hal growing up was inordinately better than how she’d treated young Esther Rae. And 
now, like a latent oilfield waiting to be drilled, Mae’s heart exploded with maternal affection. Mae hadn’t 
cooked a meal in four years, and now she began preparing some of Hal’s old favorites: Taco Scramble. 
Macaroni Casserole with a side of Sweet Potato Mash. Chocolate Chip Cookies for dessert. The truth was 
that Hal’s tastebuds had evolved since he was a little boy, and these were no longer his favorite foods—
but he didn’t want to tell his mother that because he thought it would hurt her feelings. 

All that said, Hal had learned through some hard knocks in his music career that life in the real world was 
nothing like living with his Mama at home. He knew that most humans had a very dark side (not me 
though—he thought of himself). As a result he felt worried about his daughter, who had now been missing 
for almost a month. He didn’t used to think about his daughter that often, just because he was busy with 
work and songwriting. Now he found he couldn’t stop obsessing about her safety, and the harder he tried 
to suppress these thoughts the more worrisome—and sometimes disturbing—they became. His 
imagination seemed to operate on its own accord, constructing gruesome scenes of what might have 
happened to his poor little girl. He imagined her beaten bloody and thrown in the back of a white utility 
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van. Gagged and tied to a chair in someone’s basement. Chained like a dog in a cage in a backyard. 
Encased in a jumbo Ziplock bag and stored the freezer of a family of closet cannibals. In Hal’s mentally 
constructed scenes, Esther Rae looked just like she did when he last saw her in the second grade, only 
larger—the way superheroes look oddly gigantic when they show up as life-size costumes in cartoon 
theme parks or approaching little kids in Times Square. One of Hal’s fears was that, even if Esther Rae 
happened to walk right past him in a grocery store or pharmacy aisle, he wouldn’t be able to recognize her 
now that she had transitioned from childhood to early adolescence. 

Hal’s daily regimen since he’d requested a leave of absence from the LifeSafe headquarters (to find his 
kidnapped daughter) was to wake up around 7:30 AM, go to a fitness center for an hour-long workout, 
then be out of the house by 10:00 AM to drive around the neighborhood in his Subaru Forester in search 
of young Esther Rae. 

Like his daughter, Hal was really shy. As a result it took him several days of driving around and walking 
through supermarkets, pharmacies, main streets, and various Starbucks before he mustered up the courage 
to take the photo from his wallet and show it to people, asking if perhaps they recognized the poor 
kidnapped girl. Most people responded with quick expressions of sympathy. Have I seeeeen her? Noooo I 
haaaaaveeen’t … Sorry man … Aww, cute! Is that your son? Hal left them with a business card containing 
his number, and told them to please call if they saw her, though he knew it would drift off their minds by 
later that night. Of the hundreds of people he asked, only one man who owned a Health Food Deli 
admitted that he recognized young Esther Rae. Unfortunately this man didn’t speak English very well. To 
be honest Hal hadn’t the slightest clue what nationality he was, though he envisioned the guy (who had 
skin the color of mahogany and dreadlocks like burnt ash) working as a sherpa in the Andes mountains. 
When Hal pressed for more information, the guy only shrugged and smiled with his lips sealed tightly. 
Perhaps as a symptom of his own macabre mindset, Hal interpreted the smirk as one of sadistic pleasure, 
as though the man was happy to see him suffer. He drove home feeling that the world was against him 
and he’d never find true happiness.  

Hal was greeted at the front door of his old house by the hot savory scent of freshly baked cookies. His 
mother Mae, he noticed, had really upped the ante on her cooking since he’d first arrived. (Damn she’s 
acting spry, he thought as she whisked one cookie pan from the oven and tossed in another, all from her 
wheelchair.) But Hal knew, from his mid-life crisis days when he used to order Thai food several times 
per day, that comfort food could only take one so far. What he really desired was sympathy from his mom
—for feeling depressed for most of his adult life, for being a bad father, for the failure of his career as a 
rock musician. But they didn’t discuss these things. The only thing they talked about was how the pot 
roast had been on sale at the grocery store. 

… 
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Jeff was an overachiever. Always had been. He scored in the top percentile on just about every aptitude 
test, made the Varsity squad of whatever sport he chose, and knew how to score the hottest girls for 
school dances. (The trick: throw a kickass afterparty at your place so the chick you pick feels V.I.P.) Jeff’s 
success was made possible by the unyielding support of his mother Bristol. “I’m his biggest fan,” she 
liked to tell other parents in the stands at football games, where Jeff rocked the house as the best 
linebacker on the team. Bristol grew notorious among these parents for paying for the beer kegs at Jeff’s 
house parties throughout his high school reign. Among Jeff’s friends she earned the title of “the cool 
mom.” And “the cool mom” she remained, in Jeff’s mind at least, until the day she died of liver cirrhosis 
when Jeff was thirty-seven. 

It was then that Jeff began to regret not having children of his own. The perks of having a small but close-
knit family were too good to live without. The trouble was, he had never been in a relationship that lasted 
more than a few weeks. Jeff self-identified as a “one-night-stand kind of man” and even told girls this at 
the bar so they didn’t get any ideas about commitment. After twenty years of one-night-stands, Jeff 
decided he was ready to settle down. But by then it was too late. Every chick in town had him pegged as 
an asshole. 

So Jeff lapsed into loneliness. With no wife or mother around to monitor his actions, he quickly 
developed an addiction to junk food, and porn. For days he would sit in bed, flipping through is favorite 
porn websites (and Netflix), making expensive food orders on Seamless, and rising occasionally to stretch 
and relieve himself. Once he grew exhausted of the local restaurants that offered delivery, he hired a maid 
to keep the fridge stocked and clean the toilet—but she wasn’t even cute, and Jeff’s solitude imploded 
into a gnawing pain in his chest so intense that he feared he’d developed a heart condition. It was in this 
dark phase that Esther Rae drifted onto Jeff’s door-step like a lovely but flawed little angel. 

One day Esther Rae Rosenbaum realized that her brand new Nike shirt didn’t look so hot—not because it 
was dirty (she ran it through the washing machine every 3 days or so, along with Jeff’s laundry) but 
because she’d put on a fair amount of weight. The reason for this, probably, was that she hadn’t stepped 
outside once in the past three weeks, let alone on a treadmill. All she did was play video games for hours 
until she felt like throwing up. Occasionally Esther Rae did throw up, deliberately in the bathroom with 
her finger down her throat, but it didn’t seem to help. In fact Esther Rae suspected that most of the weight 
gain had to do with her melancholic state at present; from 13 years of dealing with weight stuff she knew 
that her metabolism worked better when she was feeling in sync with her emotions and not manically 
depressed.  

Nevertheless Esther Rae made efforts to “stay active” around the house. For example, when the maid 
came every morning to make Jeff’s bed and restock the fridge (among other tasks), Esther Rae took a 
break from the video games to help out: sweeping floors, scrubbing dishes, bustling around the place with 
a feather duster and mop. Esther Rae didn’t speak Spanish, so she and the maid communicated with 
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smiles, appreciative glances, and the occasional thumbs-up. Soon they developed a poignant friendship. 
But when the maid stopped showing up to work one week, Esther Rae’s sadness deepened to the point 
that she couldn’t even get out of bed.  

Jeff felt worried. More than that, he felt like a loser watching Game of Thrones all by himself. In efforts to 
coax a brooding Esther Rae out of her lady cave—the guest room—Jeff tried setting a plate of killer 
brownies from a nearby superstore on the ground by the locked door. But the plate remained untouched. 
He sometimes spoke to her through the bedroom entrance, describing his day in full detail so she would 
know what was going on in his life. Still not a sound. After three days Jeff began to wonder if she might 
have fallen unconscious somehow, or died. He decided it would be prudent to break open the door and go 
inside.  

This Jeff did, using a paperweight in the shape of a breast. It had been purchased at the same Beverley 
Hills estate sale where be bought his dining room table set. When he slammed it over the doorknob and it 
turned automatically, he realized the door wasn’t locked. He went inside, and the first thing he saw upon 
entering the room was Esther Rae lying down: not on her bed, but on the ground. She was wrapped 
herself in a white bedsheet, lying completely still, like a taxidermied leopard collecting dust in a storage 
room. 

“Whoah,” said Jeff. (He thought about adding a “yikes” but didn’t.) 

Esther Rae said nothing. She rolled over so Jeff was staring at her big white-cotton-covered rump. 

“You missed a great episode of Game of Thrones last night.” 

No response. 

“Do you want me to tell you about it?” Jeff took her silence as a “yes” and embarked on a 40-minute 
monologue about the show. By the time he finished she still hadn’t budged. 

“Listen kid,” said Jeff in a tone of voice that signaled Real Talk. “I don’t know if it’s your age and raging 
hormones but you’re acting kind of strange. Whatever it is I just want you to know that I’m here to help. 
And I just fired my maid. So I could use an extra hand around the house.” 

Esther Rae sat up. “You fired Rosa?” 

“Wasn’t worth the price. Not with you around, kid.” 

Esther Rae took this hard, and it showed it on her face.  

Jeff noticed.  
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Esther Rae saw the look in his eyes shift from some approximation of sympathy to something sinister and 
covetous, which targeted Esther Rae like a vulnerable deer in a ballistic laser riflescope.  

“Do you want to watch an episode of Game of Thrones?”  

“Not really.” 

“Are you sure? Come on. You love that show.” 

“It’s pretty good.” 

“I know you want to, it’s your favorite show.” 

Feeling that she had no choice, Esther Rae followed Jeff to the basement and helped him navigate the 
channels on Direct TV. Once Game of Thrones was up and running, he asked her to sit on the couch next 
to him. Esther Rae obeyed. She could hear his breathing tempo match the own brisk beat of her thumping 
chest, and felt bound to his rhythms. She tried holding her breath but it did no good. Three out of the five 
times she glanced over at Jeff, he was looking at her, not the television. She’d seen the expression on his 
face before; it was the same look he often wore at dinnertime, while staring down at a plate of steak. 

That night Esther Rae had a particularly vivid dream involving Jeff. She found herself on a deserted 
island no larger than a children’s playground, except for instead of a jungle gym there were a couple of 
palm trees that were made out of plastic. On the shore sat Jeff, with his back to Esther Rae. From his 
position she guessed he was sad, so she approached him to ask if he needed any help. Yet before she got a 
word in, Jeff thrust his arms around her neck and began to beseech her: please, please, please. 
Instinctively Esther Rae put her hand in her underpants and pulled out a Lemon Chalet Cream cookie, 
which she fed to Jeff by hand. He swallowed it hungrily, then proceeded to chant: more, more, more. 
When Esther Rae woke up—still on the basement couch, next to a snoring Jeff—she decided it was 
probably time to go home.  

Like a thick but lithe kitten, she crept from the couch, up the basement stairs, and out of the house, 
closing the front door tenderly with the tip of her paw so as not to wake her beastly master from his deep 
rest. 

… 

In the last months of her pregnancy, Esther Rae’s biological mom Bethel would often instigate verbal 
thralls with her husband, Hal. This came as a shock to Hal. Before the pregnancy, she was never unkind; 
they only fought if Bethel suspected that Hal had slept with another woman. Now the focal point of the 
arguments was Hal’s inflated sense of entitlement, which Bethel referred to as “Little Emperor 
Syndrome.” (What she meant was: Hal took her for granted and expected to be waited on hand and foot.) 
Though Hal insisted to Bethel that he loved her deeply and appreciated her, the “Little Emperor 



!16

Syndrome” diagnosis became a source of shame for Hal that only deepened after Bethel’s death in the 
delivery room.  

Years later, when Hal was raising Esther Rae on his own, he occasionally levied the phrase back at his 
daughter if she rolled her eyes at him or failed to do her chores—though now he called it “Little Princess 
Disorder.” Esther Rae took particular offense to his word-choice, since she had been literally diagnosed 
with many disorders in early adolescence (among them: Dysthymic Disorder, Attention Deficit Disorder, 
and last but not least, OCD). When Hal finally left home and turned the task of daughter-rearing over to 
Mae, young Esther Rae made a special effort not to be a Little Princess in the presence of Grandmama. 
She never so much as batted an eyelash when Mae asked her to cook, clean, or study. On one hand this 
gave Esther Rae a diligent work ethic that helped her excel in academics; on the other hand, it made her 
fearful of authority and highly dependent on the approval of adults.  

The morning Esther Rae chose to flee Jeff’s house and return back home was gracefully timed, for it was 
the same day Hal chose to give up on searching for her. The 50 minutes that he would have devoted to 
driving around and struggling not to doze off behind the wheel of his Subaru Forester was instead used to 
watch Deal or No Deal with his mom, while subscribing for an online service that helped parents of 
abducted kids by sending them regular notifications—via e-mail, text, tweet—about the search for their 
child. (The site cost $18 per month. It was called SecondStork.com.) As he set aside his credit card and 
closed his laptop, Hal smiled at his mom. He noticed her wrinkled face seem to have slackened so she 
looked more relaxed—not quite youthful, but less like a wax sculpture that had been left too long in the 
sun.  

For the first time in his life, Hal recognized a certain pleasure in taking care of someone more vulnerable 
than himself. It made him feel good to prepare bowls of oatmeal with dried berries or steamed bags of 
Bird’s Eye vegetables for his mom. All she asked in return was that he help her use the television, give her 
baths, and wheel her around the hood. He got to thinking about his own childhood—how Mae had always 
been kind to him, and rarely got mad—and he felt an immense gratitude toward his mom. As the credits 
rolled on Deal or No Deal, he tried to put his feelings into words.  

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been happier than when I used to live in this home. Life after 
childhood just got a whole lot worse. And I think that must mean you were a good parent, cause I really 
wish I could go back to those days. I miss you, Mom.”  

Hal swallowed and looked at his hands. He didn’t get to hear his mother’s response, for after a short 
silence, the doorbell rang. Hal rose quickly to get it, holding a half-eaten Chocolate Chip cookie, still 
wearing pajama pants.  

He opened the door to find his daughter staring up at him. She looked the same as he remembered her, 
though she’d filled out a bit.   
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“Well hi, kiddo.” 

“Dad.” 

Hal didn’t know what to say. He laughed and held out the half-eaten cookie. “Want the rest?”  

Softly, through gritted teeth, Esther Rae Rosenbaum began to cry. 

©  Lola Morgan, 6/1/2016


