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Cigarettes, Sweat, and My Regret            
Lorna Niven  

Transom Award 

 

 As the door opens to the facilityôs main gathering room, 

a flood of old cigarettes and fresh beads of sweat accumulate 

within the particles of dust as the women march across the room. 

I have only been volunteering here for about two weeks now; 

therefore, my virgin nose that has never experienced the 

intimacy of what comes with the odor of homelessness has not 

quite adapted to its newfound surroundings. As a woman 

approaches the desk, she asks for a tablet of aspirin, a fresh 

toothbrush and a tube of paste. Having to hold my breath while 

maintaining a smile, I hand her what she needs.  

 Before I began volunteering at Room in the Inn, a local 

womenôs homeless shelter in Asheville, N.C., I really didnôt 

think my responsibilities would be that difficult: ñYou can help 

the women get what they need, help me with some paperwork 

and some simple housekeeping,ò the Director said. 

Unfortunately (and fortunately), I soon came to realize that my 

duties were much more complicated than what I had previously 

been told. While I was being introduced to the ladies in the 

program on my first day, I received looks of harsh judgment and 

had the distinct sense that I was not welcomed there. To be 

honest, Iôm not sure I was. To them, I was just an ignorant, 18 

year-old with no concept of what the real world really looked 

like. However, when I looked into the ladiesô blank, yet secretly 

emotional eyes, I felt something pour out of them and into me.  

 One afternoon amidst the blistering heat of July, I 

noticed a woman come into the gathering room and immediately 

sit down in the corner. Not being one to seclude herself from the 

rest of the group, I knew that something was bothering her. Her 

forehead was drenched in sweat, her clothes were stained and 

torn, and her eyeball began to fester up a tear, ready to come 

crashing down at any second. Like I mentioned earlier, I had 

never been around such fragile, yet surprisingly strong, women 

before. Therefore, I took a deep breath and walked my insecure, 

naïve self over to the woman in the corner.  

ñMay I sit with you?ò I stuttered. I received no comment 

in return; therefore, I began to walk away.  
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ñWait, please sit with me, honey,ò she finally added. 

Without saying anything, I sat down next to her and 

smiled. After about two minutes of unbelievably uncomfortable 

silence, she just began to scream. That single teardrop that had 

been forming underneath her eyelashes had turned into a release 

of something she had obviously been holding onto for a long 

time. In all honesty, I am sitting here trying to form the words of 

how to articulate everything she told me that day -- and I canôt. 

At least not in the way that she had told me.  

The woman could tell that I was young and that I was 

just now beginning my journey through life. Without hesitation, 

the woman quickly grabbed my arm in a forceful, yet desperate 

manner, looked me square in the eye, and told me to never let a 

man control me or decide my fate for me.  

ñI promise,ò I said to her.  

ñThatôs not good enough!ò she said with tears and snot 

flowing down her face -- the stench of cigarette smoke flowing 

out of her mouth and into my nose. ñWhen I was your age I was 

weak and told myself that I needed a man in order to survive! So 

guess what?ò she asked, ñWhen my husband began to rape me, 

beat me, beat my kids! I let him. I knew I couldnôt stop him. I 

was too weak! Finally one day I had had enough and took the 

scorching pot of grits off of the stove and threw it at his face! 

And now, now I am single. Now I am homeless. Now I am 

alone. But you donôt have to be.ò 

 At this point, everything that the woman had been 

holding onto for however long escaped. She had felt like she 

couldnôt talk to someone. Both of us now silent, overwhelmed, 

and shaking, began to hold hands. I didnôt know how to respond. 

To this day, I still do not know how to respond.  

Most of us live in a society where we do not have to 

constantly worry about where we are going to sleep at night. 

Water and food is a common resource to us, but to others, it is a 

grand luxury. Every day at the shelter, I witnessed a group of 

women rolling cigarettes by hand to sell the next day downtown 

at the Town Square. To those women, each cigarette that was 

sold represented a step toward a fresh start. Those cigarettes 

were their livelihood, and besides the one day that I came into 

the shelter to find a woman upset, the women were typically 

smiling, singing, and thanking God for all that they did have, 
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opposed to all that they didnôt. However, I complained this 

morning for not having enough time to buy my third cup of 

coffee before class.  

My duties at the shelter proved to be so much more than 

just simple housekeeping and paperwork. I served as a shoulder. 

I served as an ear that could listen and a mouth that didnôt have 

to respond. Little did they know, the womenôs duties to me were 

so much more than I had to offer them in return. Growing up, my 

mother and I were homeless. However, our path quickly changed 

as my mother received a job she had so eagerly wanted and 

worked to receive. That summer working at Room in the Inn, I 

saw what my life could have, and still could, look like. That 

summer, the program changed my life. That summer, the woman 

that smelled like cigarettes, sweat, and leaked teardrops changed 

my life. However, to this day, there is only one thing I regret 

about my summer volunteering at the shelter: I cannot remember 

her name. And for that, I am the poorest of them all. 
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Slow and Steady  
Rebecca Daughtry 

 

On a rainy summer evening 

A young girl and her father  

Driving on a damp and twisting road 

Vast green woods on either side 

 

His lips wrapped around a cigarette  

Looking straight ahead at the narrow road 

She looks out the window 

Filled with fear  

 

On a twist in the road 

He stops the car 

The girl frightened  

Jumps in her seat 

 

He gets out  

She peers out the window with confusion 

She sees a green turtle 

 Easing its way across the road 

 

The turtle sure to get hit 

He picks up the turtle 

Gently places him in the woods 

She sees all of this 

 

She gets tears in her eyes 

Making everything look like a blurry photograph 

He showed genuine care for a small and helpless creature 

Something he could never show his own daughter  

 

It is a cruel fate  

We can never pick our fathers  
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Our Inner Pains Burn into Our Environment and Affect 

Those Around Us 

Christopher Ward 
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Special 

James Cummings 

 

I can remember the first time I really saw the stars. Of 

course, Iôd been seeing little points of light in the night sky for as 

long as I can remember, but on this particular occasion looking 

up became a new, unexpected and fiercely intense experience. I 

was in Las Vegas on business probably in the late 1990s, and I 

decided to do a little exploring in my rental car. For the first 15 

minutes or so I was surrounded by the familiar gaudy dazzle of 

the Strip. On another trip to Vegas my daughter who was about 

12 at the time summed up the essence of the place in one 

sentence. Gawking at the pyramids, and castles, and pirate ships, 

and Eiffel Towers, she said, ñLas Vegas has a fake everything!ò 

But the night Iôm talking about now was a few years earlier. 

After the neon ruckus of the tourist district, I drove through what 

felt like the outskirts of any other city ï a few strip malls, some 

nondescript commercial and industrial buildings and eventually 

some residential districts ranging from modest apartments to 

gated enclaves.  

Eventually though, I drove out into nothing. Buildings 

became more dispersed and then absent and all the artificial glow 

of streetlights and houses and other traffic faded behind me. I 

pulled off the road to look around a bit and to get my bearings 

for the drive back to town, and thatôs when I noticed the sky. It 

was a clear, cool evening with no clouds and only a sliver of a 

moon. But most importantly with the car turned off there was no 

electric luminance to compete with the glory of the stars.  

Glory. Spectacle. Living rapture. No one phrase then or now 

could cover the sudden sense of heightened immediacy I felt. 

  The first thing I realized is that some stars have color. 

All my life stars had been white; some were brighter, some were 

dimmer, but all of them were white. Out in the desert on a clear 

night the first non-white star I had ever seen was clearly a pale 

shade of blue. Looking around I picked out a couple other blues 

and quite a few golds. I donôt remember if I saw a lot of red 

stars, but I did see one. It wasnôt just red; it was startling 

crimson. This, I thought, is what the sky actually looks like. I 

then realized that the lights that had always made me feel safe in 

the city had been sneak thieves depriving me of one of the 
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simple wonders of life on Earth. One other thing ï out in the 

desert I realized for the first time what people mean when they 

describe stars as twinkling. What I had always thought of as the 

steady, constant light of the stars is anything but. Stars arenôt 

points; theyôre more like positions where tiny flashes of 

brilliance are centered. ñTwinkle, twinkle little star.ò I know 

what that means now. 

In Las Vegas the lights of the Strip always raise my 

pulse and put a smile on my face. Out under the stars in the 

desert though, I sensed that after a few moments spent in the 

excitement of discovery my pulse didnôt rise but settled. My 

breathing slowed; my pupils widened. The more I took in the 

sky, the more I felt like I was part of it and it was part of me. 

This was not just the sky; it was my sky. In a way it existed 

because I was there to perceive it. Each of the uncountable points 

of light in the sky represented a separate star or planet or galaxy 

that sent out a stream of photons thousands of thousands of 

lifetimes ago for the single purpose of impacting on my retina 

sending a message to my brain ñYou are part of all this and 

more.ò The universe, my universe, had paused to acknowledge 

me and at the same time to remind me that I was just a speck that 

wasnôt here a cosmic moment ago and would be gone in a 

moment more.   

Standing there beside a parked car in the desert I had an 

experience that I considered transcendent. I stepped out of my 

daily state of mind and reached a point of peaceful, quiet 

exaltation. But ï and this is a crucial but -- at the same time, I 

was just a man standing by a parked car beside a desert road. 

Other cars passed by, and I assume none of the drivers or 

passengers were having a similar moment of communion with 

the infinite. There was nothing all that special about being in the 

desert; the specialness I felt was all internal. Whatever awe or 

peace or wonder or whatever I experienced was not a condition 

of the universe; it was a condition of my nervous system. In 

other words, the experience was physical, not metaphysical. 

The desert experience in Nevada was, of course, not my only 

encounter with a feeling of awe in the presence of the seemingly 

extraordinary. 

  I was in the delivery room for the birth of all three of my 

children, but I have the most vivid recollection of the first. There 
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had been billions of people in the world, but there was only one 

that I made. The pale, skinny, crying thing was not just mine; in 

a way, he was me born again.  

Many years later standing at the bow of a cruise ship in 

the Caribbean, my wife and I spotted something gliding above 

the ocean about 25 yards away. It turned out to be the most 

amazing display of animal life I have seen before or since. 

Flying fish were popping out of the water ahead of the ship and 

sailing just above the surface of the water. Naturally, I had heard 

of flying fish, but I had always assumed they broke the surface, 

glided for a few yards and then dived again. What I saw, though, 

were individual fish who cruised through the air for maybe 20 to 

30 seconds each. It was jaw dropping. 

I am occasionally moved by skillfully rendered scenes in 

movies and on television. The scene in West Side Story in which 

Tony and Maria sing ñMake of our hands one hand,ò always at 

least chokes me up, and sometimes draws real tears. I felt 

similarly affected during an amateur Easter presentation at a 

church where a woman I knew had genuine tears of joy in her 

eyes as she acted out the scene of finding that Jesus had risen 

from the tomb. 

A lightning storm viewed from a hilltop over downtown 

Dayton, Ohio. Martin Luther Kingôs ñDreamò speech. Isolated 

pockets of storm damage seen in the hours after a major tornado. 

Feeling the naked flesh of a young womanôs body against my 

own for the first time. The ñDefying Gravityò scene in Wicked. 

All of these things have struck me as being so outside the norm, 

so beyond the ordinary, that the power they had over me 

ventured into the supernatural. But once the emotion is stripped 

away ï once my internal reactions to the stimuli are set aside ï 

itôs clear that the stimuli themselves are perfectly normal and 

expected. There need not be anything magical or spiritual or 

supernatural or extraordinary behind them. Instead, there is 

something fundamental at work ï a living thing perceiving 

occurrences in the world and reacting to them on an instinctive 

level as ñmeaningful.ò A parent seeing an offspring for the first 

time should be overwhelmed with positive emotion because that 

infant represents that parentôs link to a future beyond death. 

Marveling at the appearance of a school of flying fish or at the 

damage from a storm speaks to the organismôs ability to see 
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opportunity and danger in the environment that surrounds it. 

Crying or laughing at a movie reveals the empathy that allows a 

social animal not only to observe the feelings of those around 

him but literally to feel those feelings and understand intimately 

whatôs going on with his neighbors. And finally, being gob-

struck by an immense, intense sky is a natural reaction by a 

thinking being that has just been reminded that the universe is 

very, very, very, very big, and he is most definitely only a small 

speck in it. 

Apparently, all human beings have these kinds of 

experiences -- the ones that feel separate from the everyday. In 

the moment, these experiences can feel so preternatural that one 

wants to put them in a different, special category. It doesnôt seem 

right that loveôs first kiss should dwell on the same list of events 

as Tuesdayôs loading of the dishwasher. And all indications are 

that human beings have not only the capacity but the compulsion 

to create that second list ï the list of the extraordinary. There is 

something in our make-up that makes natural and unavoidable 

the division between the mundane and the ñspecial.ò That 

mundane/special division throughout human history has tended 

to manifest itself in a way that leads to an innate understanding 

that experience is divided into two spheres ï the ordinary, 

routine, unremarkable sphere of repetitive neutral existence and 

the other sphere where the extraordinary, unique and startling 

reside. Itôs the place where the powerfully positive or negative or 

mysterious are interpreted as magical. But the truth is there are 

not two spheres. All reality is one; itôs only our internal 

processing of reality that lends some experiences the aura of 

specialness. Iôm not saying that awe is not a real thing; it clearly 

exists. But it does not exist outside our physical being. It is 

something that happens within our nervous systems, within our 

bodies in the presence of stimuli that seem to be important inside 

a particular moment. Romantic love is real, for example, but itôs 

not about cherubs or eternity or gods or destiny or anything of 

the sort. Itôs about millennia of evolution tuning an organism to 

seek to form a reproductive pair bond with a suitable organism 

of the same type. Itôs about the physical (instincts and drives and 

hormones) exerting their pull within the framework of the social 

(conventions and restrictions and explanatory stories). 
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I believe in the miraculous, but I reject the magical. I 

perceive the universe as full of wonder because Iôm the kind of 

thing that is predisposed to perceiving wonderfulness. There are 

forces at work that canôt be readily understood at this time, but I 

have never felt the need to cast phantasms to account for or 

manipulate those forces. I think itôs better to appreciate the 

awesome and the mysterious without trying to house them 

somewhere outside the normal world.  
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From A Distance                 

Jean Jones 

Faculty Award 

 

My son, not quite a blur, but moving fast, 

fast on his scooter, and I'm walking as fast as I can, 

taking great strides, pumping my arms, 

breaking into a sweat, 

just to keep up with my son on the scooter, 

just to be with him, 

a goal I hope to reach as he moves ahead of me 

into the distance, 

that younger self leaving that older self 

to experience the world for himself, 

and I, watching, smiling, 

from a distance. . . 
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Mountain Man Blues                                 

Kinga Baransky  

1st Place Non-Fiction 

 

While sipping coffee at an outdoor cafe in Bryson City, a 

haunting sound weaved its way across the street.  

 

Coffee can wait.  

 

My friend and I walked towards the sound like moths to a light 

and came upon an unassuming and shy young man, sitting on a 

stoop with his banjo. I can relate to his uneasiness, his drive to 

create, yet his embarrassment at doing so.  

 

"May I take your picture?ò I asked. My friend winced at the 

request of this young mountain man.  

 

He nodded yes.  

 

I took his portrait and then any greenbacks I had left in my purse 

and put them in his hat. We stood there awhile in awe as he 

picked and produced his unscripted genius.  

 

As we started back towards our coffee, he started to sing. 
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Untitled, 2016 

Arthur Green 

 


