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Where Sunflowers Find the Sun 
 

Bright, speeding lights filled Sage’s childhood. Even now, years later, the 

afterglow of it remained in her face.  

Sage walked on a line between two worlds, sometimes tipping towards the 

time when her mother stashed her in the car and drove to nowhere, and sometimes 

tipping towards her mother’s grave which she laid sunflowers on from time to time.  

In the five years that Sage was marked ‘missing’ in newspapers and bulletin 

boards, she had not once seen herself in a mirror because her mother had not 

believed in mirrors. Even now, in the young morning sunlight, her reflection surprised 

her.  

She covered her walls with tapestries, fairy lights and small posters with thick 

wooden frames. Her stepmother had proudly built her a honeycomb set of shelves 

which she stored her books in, and now Sage owned more mirrors than she could 

count. She wore the nice clothes that her engineer parents bought her, and painted 

her walls with soft colours that smiled at her while she slept. She listened to the 

dreamcatchers and the yoga instructors and the backs of the boxes of tea. She 
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listened to her boyfriend’s deep voice, her best friend’s loud one, but still struggled to 

spot herself in the midst of it all. 

Or maybe that was the problem - that she stood on a hill overlooking 

everything, where perspectives grew unreliable and distances to the things she 

cared about lengthened. Where sunflowers find the sun, and not much else. 

She found her stepmother already downstairs. She did not love her 

stepmother, but she certainly respected the woman. Tall, Chicana, trailblazing but 

reserved, she spotted the woman’s presence at the small round dining table after 

padding halfway down the staircase. 

“Que linda. I love that sweater you’re wearing.” Verónica received her with 

small but strong hands. 

“Thanks.” They kissed cheeks. 

“Your father, crazy man, went on a bike ride with a suit in his backpack. I’m 

meeting him at the office. Would you like me to drive you to school?” 

“Sure. Thanks.” 

Sage’s father’s path of destruction unfolded before her eyes as she entered 

the kitchen droopy-eyed: the sea of breadcrumbs and ground coffee, burgundy 

blemishes from wine glasses drunk too liberally from the previous night, reading 

glasses on several tables. Sage cleaned everything off as best she could before 

making herself toast.  

There was a knock on the door, and it clicked in Sage’s mind that her 

boyfriend was going to pick her up that day. She walked to the door in silence. 
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She opened it a crack, facing an unsmiling boy named Parker. “Verónica 

already offered to drop me off at school.” 

“Tell her I’m here, or I’ll do it myself.” 

Her voice feeling thick, Sage summoned an explanation to quash Verónica’s 

offer, her boyfriend silently slumped against her door. 

“Wait! I can give you a ride in just a second.” Somehow, in ten seconds, 

Verónica had finished, jacket in one hand, Sage’s backpack in the other. Sage tried 

to protest as Verónica handed Sage’s backpack in a way that blocked Sage’s exit 

out of the house. Then, with the click of her heel, Verónica stomped on Parker’s foot 

on her way out. 

Parker grimaced and scowled. In an act of vengeance, he ignored the 

cobblestone pathway leading up to the house and branded the pristine lawn with his 

large footprints.  

Sage felt heat on her face as though she had been slapped. She tucked her 

hair behind her ears, trying to create an easier passageway for wind to cool her 

cheeks. “Where’s your car?” She asked, eyes lowered. 

“I took my dad’s. It’s better than mine.” 

“So…?” 

“If you let me finish, then I would tell you it’s that silver one across the street.” 

“The one with two knocked over trash cans in front?” 

“The shiniest one, yes.” 
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She walked towards the car with haste. Crushed soda cans littered the 

speckled grey rug. The same sweatshirt sat in the back seat since he had asked her 

out and she had quickly accepted.  

As she nearly threw open the car door, a hand held her left hip, immobilizing 

her. “Nice outfit,” he said in her ear. 

“Thanks.” She rolled down her window as soon as she could, and would even 

if ice coated the windows and rain poured down on her head.  

As they cruised to a stop light, Parker leaned over and held her knee. She 

went still, as though pretending to sleep. “I promise you, Sage, I’m going to take you 

out of your house one night-” 

She gasped. “What?”  

He rolled his eyes. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know how to hold a 

conversation? I was going to say… you know what, forget it. You don’t deserve to 

hear it. You would’ve liked it, too.” 

They continued in silence, Sage with her legs tightly crossed towards her 

door. She left before he parked his car, the sole of her shoe skinned by the rushing 

pavement underneath. “Are you crazy?” he snapped. 

“I don’t want to be late.” 

“If your maid hadn’t kept you waiting-” 

“Her name is Verónica, and she is a chemical engineer. Goodbye.” 

“Sorry.”  
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Before leaving, Sage murmured quietly, consoling herself, “That’s the third 

time you’ve called her my maid. And maids usually don’t have two PhDs.” 

“Don’t forget to meet me at the playground after school. And you’re holding up 

traffic.” 

Though her heart and soul willed her to slam the door, she refrained since 

Parker got angry when doors were slammed. Then she walked towards the school, 

where trees clustered in cliques on the school’s front lawn. 

Sunlight heated Sage’s back as she walked up the front stairs and engaged in 

her classes with all the energy she could. She morphed into the cream-colored 

wallpaper like a decorative flower, her eyes like binoculars as she drank in all of the 

events of her classes - when they had quiet time to work alone, when groups 

whispered to one another about the teacher, when the teacher wrote on the board 

and left a smudge of mistaken ink beneath a new, curlicue surface. She ate, she 

spoke, she laughed, she waved. She ducked, she repeated, she shook her head, 

she sighed. 

She recognized girls she admired and girls she hated, daydreaming 

compliments in her head that maybe one day she would be bold enough to start 

conversations with. She observed the elementary school across the street, its 

playground a hang-out spot for Sage and her friends. 

Her outfit was complimented again by a random passer-by that Sage could 

not bring herself to engage in conversation. Another day, Sage thought, and I’ll make 

a garden out of a seed. 
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Liberated once classes ended, she loved inhaling fresh air so hard the back of 

her sinus passages tickled and her lungs billowed like overflowing balloons.  

The grass grew in wavy heaps behind the school, where no workers were 

ever told to keep it presentable. Sage listened to its singsong shuffle as her feet 

drew artwork on its verdant canvas. She knew she needed to go to the playground, 

where she and Parker always met, yet she had become under the influence of 

herself as she answered the call of the quiet woodlands past the grassy fields. 

If she walked far enough into the location of her memories - which she 

deemed lay in this area - she may find a small house, so tattered it would only be 

classifiable as a shed. In that house would be a girl and her mother. The girl would 

by laying on her stomach, wearing yet another dress her mother had bought her, 

only this one was unzipped in the back with a large tattoo, ringed with red, in its 

place. Tears would be encrusted on the girl’s cheeks, though none took their place. 

The girl’s mother would listen to loud music while she worked, so the shed was filled 

with nauseatingly loud guitars, mumbling, and a misinterpretation of love.  

Five years of herbal rituals and praying with stoned strangers later, the girl 

and her mother would be driving to another shed, and their car would be spotted by 

the girl’s father, considered their enemy.  

The girl would catch a glimpse of the man’s watery, pale gaze before her own 

car travelled at the speed of light towards a tree. Then the girl would lose a mother 

and gain a father, but her tattoo would always stay on her back. And years later, her 

back would always feel itchy, only the itch was agony and her fingernails seemed to 

tear deeper into the eternal wound, but never cast it away. But then, she would 
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wonder if this wound had saved her life. After all, the sun would never die. And 

neither would the sun’s apprentice, the sunflower. 

Snapping out of her trance, Sage berated herself for seeking such gloom. She 

could not remember the music of the grass anymore, only her shame for ruining its 

sedate hum. She found the edge of her nightmares like finding the equator, a line 

woven in gold in her head but purely invisible in real life, like all daydreams, and she 

knew she had to turn around. She ended her hypnosis, and a hangover began. 

The hangover made Sage’s gaze dance on the sidewalk. Her throat hurt too 

much to speak, so she pretended to tie her shoelace while the pain passed. And 

then there was the centre of her back, where the astrolabe of love and hate lay. 

She joined the main road again, which ran straight down the side of the 

school until it reached an intersection. She crossed its sidewalk with her head 

lowered, still hoping that the girl could have been found before the second half of the 

tattoo was complete.  

“Take a detour?” Parker sneered. Only then did Sage raise her gaze, as the 

glint of the sunlight off the bleached cement hurt her eyes. 

“Yeah.” 

“Needed to clear your head?” 

“I guess.” 

“Why don’t you know?” 

Sage knew she could not avoid his gaze forever. She withered at the sight of 

Parker. “I decided I just wanted a walk today,” he told her.  
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Sage frowned; it wasn’t her place to refuse his wishes. “Okay.” 

Parker grinned - she wished she could take refuge in his smile, like all girls 

could with their boyfriends - from where he had sat on the back of a bench; his teeth 

shone grey behind his fish lips, reminding Sage of when he pressed them against 

her lips. She thought about that kiss late at night. “You smell like sunflowers.” 

“You don’t know what sunflowers smell like.” 

“Must be your deodorant.” 

“You still don’t know what sunflowers smell like.” 

“Maybe your mom told me what they smell like.” 

“Parker, if you continue this, we’re going to have a problem,” Sage mumbled 

stonily. 

“What did you say?” 

“Nothing.” 

He stood up and prowled closer. Sage didn’t only wish she had never spoken, 

but that she had never been born. “Oh, I’ve got it now. Does ‘we’ include that maid of 

yours? Or your mom? I must’ve asked out all three of you.” Sage said nothing. “Did 

you find the shack, at least?” He clicked his tongue, disappointed. “Shame.” 

“Let’s talk about something else.” Sage murmured. 

“How about the weather! I’m sure it’s much different in the woods. Have you 

considered the shack being underground?” He rapped on her shoulder as though 

knocking on a door. “Is there anything you can say? Can you speak at all?” 



 

20 
 

“How were your classes?” Sage croaked, forcing a smile upon her weary face. 

“Good, Sage. Thank you for your input, Sage. Now let’s walk.” Sage allowed 

waves of hair to fall in her face, concealing her quivering lip.  

She did not remember what time she returned home, only that Verónica 

greeted her with a hug that was so large it shut off the shed, and Parker, and the 

tattoo on Sage’s back. 

When she saw Parker again, Sage could only see his feet while he leaned 

against his car as though he had built it himself. 

She once heard that you could tell if someone didn’t want to be in a 

conversation by the position of their feet. If the person’s feet pointed outwards, they 

may have felt impatient or uninterested. Despite not having started a conversation, 

Parker’s feet were pointed outwards. It brought fear into her heart, and her gaze 

lowered even more. 

“You’re late again. Do you realize how selfish that is?” He barked. 

“What?” 

“You are always late. It is selfish.” He spoke slowly, as though she were a 

young child. 

“Sorry. I didn’t get up immediately.” 

“Was it that maid again?” 

“How many times do I have to tell you, she is not a maid!” 

Suddenly, Parker’s hand darted out and grasped her jaw. She shrieked. 
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“If you’re going to argue with me, at least look at me. LOOK AT ME!” 

At first he was tilting her chin upwards, but now his bony fingers rattled her 

entire head. 

The disorientation, blurred through Sage’s tears, reminded her of when the 

car spun over and over when her mother wrecked it. She wondered if he would 

shake her head until her neck broke. 

There was a yell behind her. A hand yanked her backwards, and she almost 

stumbled. 

“I’ve got the police on the phone. You do not touch my daughter.” Verónica 

trembled in rage, prodding a fiery finger at Parker’s direction. She said over her 

shoulder, “get in the house, mija.” 

“But I have school.” Sage croaked. 

“In the house. Now.” Verónica commanded. 

Sage slid the curtains shut once inside. Listening to the noises outside - 

bursts of rage, motherly love, regret and much more - she found elementary 

thoughts popping into her mind like gravestones. 

First, almost every adult who heard her tragic story always complimented how 

she swiftly caught up with her peers despite five years without schooling. She 

thought of all the courtrooms she went to, and how only the janitors smiled at her. 

Not even her father. 

She thought of the bursts of colour that lit up her vision as her tattoo was 

applied. She thought of all the stoned strangers they would meet, the music they 
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played and listened to, and she remembered one sombre woman explaining how 

she wanted to communicate with the infant she miscarried. She remembered liking 

that woman more than her own mother, who had clenched her sweaty hand tight and 

offered her a strange concoction after the group tried communicating with the 

woman’s miscarried child. Everyone had been drinking that concoction, as the ritual 

had failed. 

The sunflower tattoo had, once again, protected her. Verónica had still been 

in the house, Verónica had still been watching as Sage left, Verónica had still been 

waiting because she knew more about this boy than Sage ever would.  

The only thing Sage’s mother taught her in those five years of solitude, loud 

music and overgrown grass was that sunflowers represented longevity, and life, as 

sunlight poured into the sunflowers’ veins and gave them eternal life. 

And so Sage was cursed to watch Verónica demand that Parker be arrested. 

She watched as Parker’s eyes, crinkled with amusement, lingered on hers. How he 

slumped against his car like he built it himself as he explained to the police that Sage 

had been acting very unreasonably lately, and that he was trying to get her to open 

up because he had been concerned about her mental health for a long, long time. 

Sage backed away from the windows as the police approached. She 

reiterated every last detail, not a single second amiss from her hardened memory. 

A few days passed. Her father sympathized with her whenever he was home. 

Verónica missed hours of work to call the police, call Parker’s parents, and make her 

voice heard. 
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Finally, after a week had passed and the chief of the police force and the 

school principal said there was nothing that could be done, Verónica collapsed in the 

driver’s seat of the car with Sage sulking in the back. 

“I can’t believe these people. These men! Have you ever seen a woman in 

any of these meetings we’ve attended? No!” Verónica scowled, rubbed her aching 

eyes. “Sage, sweetheart, we’re going to get this done.” 

“Verónica,” Sage mumbled, shaking her head. “I’ve lost count of how many 

people I’ve talked to. They’re not going to punish him. Not until Judgement Day. 

Assuming God believes in domestic violence more than those police officers.” 

Verónica blinked at her slowly. “I don’t like that word on your lips. And it’ll 

never leave.” 

“No, it won’t,” Sage softly agreed. “Dad won’t know what we’ve been through, 

Parker will keep getting angry at girls who don’t give him what he wants, and I’ll keep 

on living.” 

“You’re thinking about your sunflower tattoo. I just know it.” Verónica’s lips 

quirked in a half smile. “Think it saved you?” 

“No. You did.” 

Verónica sighed softly. Sage thought Verónica might just cry, but she did not. 

“We’ll learn how to avoid him.” Sage said hopefully. She felt incredibly tired, 

as though her week’s failed work crouched on her shoulders, trying to push her down 

until she laid down. 
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“Yes, we will.” Verónica enclosed Sage in a hug that warded off all the evil 

things around her, as well as educated her on a topic she had been so ignorant 

about for so long - that she truly had a mother: protection, immortality, and the fine 

print of those two manipulable things that everyone wants to feel to feel human. 

Things a tattoo of a rumour of a myth simply did not capture. Sage knew that too 

now. 

The hug must have lasted minutes, Sage counted, and by the end her mouth 

hurt from smiling and she and Verónica were laughing, very hard, after diffusing a 

bomb neither of them knew existed. 

Verónica put on her favorited Selena Quintanilla album, the one with the song 

mourning for flowers to grow again, and they talked, as two young women and as 

two best friends and as a teacher and a student, and you couldn’t tell which was 

teacher and which was student. 

Everything ended once Sage’s father came home, and there was the usual 

afterglow of an abundance of lost things imprinted on Sage’s face. Sweet roasted 

chicken heated her face, and she had to massage her aching cheeks between 

explanations of everything about her day, and her life, smiling even when the details 

of her and Verónica’s battle to expel Parker from their world had failed yet again 

were neatly glossed over. 

Later, Sage collapsed in bed with laughter from some previous joke still 

crinkled at the corners of her eyes. And for the first time in hours, she thought about 

Parker. 
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Maybe amongst the discomfort and displeasure she had unknowingly felt 

around him, there were good memories. Maybe his strange jokes made her laugh, 

and maybe there was some advance he made that did not make her wither inside. 

But her brain, and maybe all brains, spent more time condemning evil than 

celebrating good. So Sage would do the same, and she would hate Parker until he 

existed as no more than a figment of her imagination that she liked to toy with from 

time to time. 

  


