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“LEFT! TURN LEFT!”
I noticed her disappearing into the darkened gap that existed 

between Dixie’s Deli and Golden Records. I heard the faint sloshing of 
tires as she weaved around pot holes and puddles. Turning into the al-
ley, I started up the incline. The broken gravel weaved upwards, heav-
ily guarded by the gray slabs of concrete. When it leveled out, I saw 
Helen disappearing around the corner, continuing up the labyrinth. 
I followed, remembering my childhood days that consisted of follow 
the leader and hide-and-go-seek. 

“Jesus, stop!”I panted.
“The name’s Helen. Helen Breckdal. And we’re here!”
We halted at the top of the concrete wilderness and laid our 

bikes next to the ledge. As we clambered on the ledge, dangling our 
feet above the city, the brilliant flaming reds and oranges of the sum-
mer sunset illuminated the windows of Orson’s Apartments across 
from us. The reflecting windows stared back and laughed as they 
turned us red, then orange and finally back to normal as stars waved 
across the two-toned sky. The breathtaking view of the city made me 
feel small, though a feeling of weightlessness traveled through my 
body. Surrounding us, the old brick buildings stood like soldiers at 
attention, unwavering in their stance. The street lamps flickered on, 
a domino effect of passing light from one bulb to the next, as light’s 
radiance traveled toward the river. The rustling wind played with 
the leaves, a swirling vortex that could only be seen from up above. 
Finally, the wind laid to rest like a child ready for bed, and the leaves 
nestled in the corners of gutters and broken tiles. 

“Beautiful, huh?” she asked, never glancing at me.
“Where are we?”
“The ramp.”
“The ramp?”
“Yeah. The ramp. You know,” she said confidently. “Or maybe 

you don’t. In any case, you will after tonight.”
Helen stood five feet five inches. Her auburn hair sat straight 

at her shoulders and framed her face. She had immaculate hazel eyes 
that told a person anything and everything. Her red lips sat in a slight 
smile, though most times, it looked more mischievous than content. 
Her athletic build instantly made my body tense, stirring sensations 
deep inside my fifteen-year-old self.

“Right here’s good.”
“Right here for what?” She noticed the confusion spread across 

my face.
“For a cigarette. You owe me one.”
I took out my smokes and handed her one. Then, I took one out 

for myself and struck the match, watching the flame flicker into full 
force then gently recede into nothingness. All evidence of light van-

Katelyn Rubenzer

A Little Queen and Her Rocket Man

I lived with my mother on Liberty and Prospect. The apartment, 
white and accented with punched-in holes and chipped paint, was 

decorated with cardboard boxes that served as coffee tables. My form 
of entertainment was watching my neighbor doing transactions in the 
back alley, as mom passed out on the floor with a bottle glued to her 
right hand. I sat at the cracked window, staring at the distorted world 
I grew to know. One August evening, after putting the lawn mower 
away, I quietly snuck behind the garage and lit my Marlboro, inhal-
ing and exhaling, appreciating the buzzing sensation after each puff. 
Helen was locking up her bike at the chain link fence that snuggled 
up to my garage and the lilac bushes. 

“What does your dad sell?” 
“What?” she asked glancing into the darkness.
“I said what does your dad sell in the alley?” She noticed my 

cigarette glow during my inhalation.
“Fishing lures. Pretty gay, huh?”
“I wouldn’t know. Want one?” I asked, holding out my pack of 

Marlboros.
“Not here.”
“Fine. Let’s go someplace then. Go get your bike.”
“I already have mine, dumbass. Get your bike.”
I grabbed my trusty steed, the old Univega I bought off a man’s 

lawn for forty bucks and saddled up. Wind rushing past our faces, 
we were free. I was lost in the emerging soft colors of sunset when 
Helen’s delicate voice interrupted my thoughts.

“Here. Right here. Turn left.”
“What?” I asked glancing off to my right where she was riding.
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He takes these amazing pictures of France's lower class. His pictures 
are filled with prostitutes, transvestites, drug dealers, and outcasts; 
they are beautiful, though. The pictures are just filled with life and 
vibrancy. Everything was beautiful to him. That’s why I like pictures. 
They capture something.”

“Yeah, your soul.” 
“Cynic.”
“What?”
“You heard me. You are a cynic, a pessimist. You have a negative 

outlook on life. Want me to continue?”
I took a drag. “Nope. I got it. You don’t like me.”
“I don’t know you.”
“You think you do.”
“You wish I did. Maybe….” She paused to inhale. “Or maybe you 

wish you knew yourself. Or maybe you’re trying to impress me.”
“I’m not trying. I already did.”
The lamplights sparkled in the settling fog. The day’s humid-

ity hung in the air and shadowed the light’s beam, creating a world 
distorted by the lamp’s glow and unsettledness. A 1950s green Ford 
pickup parked directly under our feet; its headlights blazed forth into 
the fog. A lonely bench called to the driver, who exited the left side 
and quietly closed the door. The quiet click of the hatch reverberated 
off the ramp’s walls, intensifying the sound by thousands of decibels. 

“Tell me something. Do you know how to be a man? Without a 
father, I mean?”

“I’m trying. Why?”
“Just curious, same as you.”
“Oh,” I said as I took another cigarette from the pack and lit it. 

“Curiosity killed the cat.”
“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”
“Another one bites the dust?”
“Queen? You’re quoting Queen?” she gasped; the very notion 

knocking her over and taking her breath away.
“It seemed fitting.”
“It seemed gay.”
“I like Queen. And besides, Freddie Mercury was totally gay. 

Come on, 'Somebody to Love?' It was his tribute to being gay.”
“Just like Elton John’s 'Rocket Man.' But come on, Queen?”
“I like Queen.”
“I like Elton. Doesn’t necessarily make them good, though.”
Down the road, we could hear the river lapping quietly over 

the rocks. Helen and I rocked rhythmically to the water’s drumming 
beats.

“I don’t have a mother, either. She’s never around. She’s dating a 
man named Jack Daniels.” I shrugged off the statement as quickly as I 

quished, leaving only smoke as its clue to existence.
“So, I know your name’s Helen, but did you know you’re beauti-

ful?”
“You’re not getting into my pants.”
“WOW! Nice way to take a compliment.”
“Is that what that was?”
“It was supposed to be.”
“Thanks, I guess.”
“Doesn’t have the same effect anymore.”
We sat in silence, listening to the passing car honking at the 

young couple pausing for a kiss in the middle of the street. 
“Tell me something; what does your dad do?”
“What?”
“Your dad. What does he do besides sell fishing lure?”
“It’s lures.”
“That’s what I said. Lure.”
“No. Lures. With an S. Anyway, he’s a contractor, but he’s laid 

off right now so he’s focusing on his lures business. Getting ready for 
winter ice fishing. That’s where the money is. Why?”

“Just wondering. I don’t have a dad.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
“Don’t be. I guess I was just interested in what a man does. You 

know, I’m just curious.”
“About what a man does?”
“Yeah.”
“Ok,” she said, inhaling. The smoke encircled her as she exhaled. 

The spiraling, transparent ghost danced toward the sky, dissipating 
as it slowly branched out and finally ceased to exist. “He’s not around 
much. He hides in the garage. It’s his sanctuary.”

“Oh. Do you wish he was around more?”
“Sometimes. But I like my privacy. Gives me more time to be 

me.”
“And who is that?”
“What?” she asked, flustered, a reddish tint settling on the 

cheeks of her fragile face.
“Who are you?” I asked, stretching out my legs, inching my 

hand closer to hers until they grazed. Helen moved her hand and 
started playing with her mood ring, blue—the color of happiness.

“You already know that. I’m Helen.”
“And who is Helen?”
“Umm…. I… uh… I’m fifteen.”
“Yep. Know that. Come on. Get real.”
“I like pictures.”
“Taking or looking?”
“Both. I actually like this French photographer named Brassai. 
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I Believe in Cologne
I believe in wearing cologne. Every day.

      To be certain, there are other things in which I believe. I believe 
that good beer is perhaps the greatest beverage man ever invented. 
I believe in the inherent goodness of people. I believe the greatest 
aspiration one can have is to love, and to hope to have love returned in 
kind. 

But I believe in wearing cologne above all of these.
This was not always so, despite the steady appearance of bottles 

of cologne under the Christmas tree throughout my adolescence and 
early adulthood. But my perception of cologne changed on Decem-
ber 21, 2000. This was two days after my mother lost her brief yet 
fierce battle with ovarian and liver cancer. My father, understandably 
overwhelmed with grief, asked me to enter their bedroom and to clear 
off my mother’s dresser. On top of this was a glass-covered tray, upon 
which rested several small items. One of these objects was a bottle of 
Shalimar perfume, my mother’s favorite fragrance.

I gazed at this bottle for some time, even through the tears that 
eventually returned to my eyes after two days of nearly non-stop cry-
ing. Although it has been over ten years since that Thursday morn-
ing, I can still see that small scalloped glass bottle in my mind’s eye. 
Despite the ways in which I can still vividly see that Shalimar bottle, 
I have no idea as to what the fragrance within smelled like, for I could 
not bring myself to open the bottle.

The reason?  It was still sealed; my mother had never opened it.
I sat on the edge of the bed and stared for an indeterminable 

amount of time at that unopened bottle of perfume. And I was over-
whelmed with simple questions: What was she waiting for?  What 

said it, making the idea seem unimportant to me.
“I heard he’s lousy in the sack.”
“I heard he’s mean.”
She puffed, illuminating the end of her short cigarette. “I don’t 

have a mother either.”
“What happened?”
“She died in childbirth. Guess I was something special, huh?”
“I think so.”
“Look, it’s getting kind of late,” she said, snuffing out her Marl-

boro on the concrete. “My dad likes his usual late night snack, and I 
better grab something for him. Race you down.”

“Okay,” I said, flicking my cigarette over the edge, watching it 
drift toward the world we would soon enter. After mounting my Uni-
vega, I said, “Just tell me when.”

“Okay. Ready, set, GO!”
My feet quickly left the ground for my pedals. I was flying 

down the pavement; each pedal seemed to lift my bike off the cracked 
gravel, making my body soar like a stallion during a full-blown gal-
lop. I glanced behind me. Helen was inches away, moving centimeters 
closer to the lead. Abruptly, she halted to a stop. Just as I glanced back 
to see her dismount her bike, I heard the wild honking of the Mus-
tang closing in the gap between us at an alarming speed. Dodging left, 
and then swerving right, I steadied myself, sighed, and flew down.

“You’re late, and you lost,” she said at the foot of the dimly lit 
stairwell.

“What the hell? How…. Wait! You cheated! Jesus Christ. You 
fucking cheated!” I said as butterflies returned to the pit of my stom-
ach.

“No rules and no regulations. Anyways, it was very nice to meet 
you….”

“Rory. Rory Erickson. Everyone calls me Rick, though.”
“Well, it was very nice to meet you, Rory. I have to get going 

now, though.”
“Well, good night.”
She turned left out of the ramp, heading toward Gordy’s Market. 

I watched her leave, silhouetted by the passing street lamps. I think I 
heard her whisper “sweet dreams.” But then again, it could have been 
the wind rushing against my ears. The young couple now occupied 
the bench that called to the driver. They sat, the female resting her 
head gently on the man’s shoulder, each intertwined with the other, 
their bodies forming one. 

 “Good night, Helen. Sleep tight,” I whispered into the dark-
ness. Then, I turned toward home.


