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THE BUTTERFLY                                                  

Megan Siegfried                                                                  

It was Christmastime, and Ruby’s daddy was pouring some 
white dust out onto his worktable. Ruby’s eyes followed his 
hands as he chopped at the dust just like those people on the 
food channel chop at their piles of vegetables. He spoke to her 
gently as his hands worked.

“Santa gave me this special powder so that I can give you a 
very special Christmas gift.” He paused to put a finger to his nose, 
bent down and sucked up some of her Santa’s dust into his nose. 
“I think you’ll like it. It’ll be badass.”
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Her daddy stuck a slender finger into her Santa’s dust, and 
poked it into her mouth, rubbing at her gums. His ink-covered 
hands grabbed underneath her arms and laid her on his work 
chair, the black one that always sat in the middle of their studio 
apartment. He took up his big work needle and brought it 
toward her. It buzzed, loud and angry, but Ruby did not feel 
afraid. She didn’t feel much at all.

She could never quite remember clearly what happened 
that night, but she did remember having a staring contest with 
the little mirror in the bathroom the next day. Maybe if she 
stared hard enough, maybe if the girl in the mirror blinked first, 
the large black-ink butterfly that now rested on her cheekbone 
would rouse itself and fly away. She wished for it to peel itself off 
her skin and fly far away, onto someone else’s cheek.

The butterfly stayed put, and Ruby’s daddy gave her other 
gifts. There was a snake that curled up and around her tiny 
shin, a long-stemmed flower on her white-as-Santa’s-dust inner 
forearm, and several more—before human services could blink 
an eye.

                                                    ***
Ruby did very well in school. Her foster parents liked the 

way she took care of herself and stayed out of the way, but 
all of her teachers adored her strong will. They knew about 

her troubled childhood, courtesy of the courts, and they were 
delighted by her pleasant demeanor and outlook despite past 

circumstances. They encouraged her at every opportunity; they 
wanted to foster success in her life. Ruby wanted to be a success.

The power of the butterfly still scared her sometimes, 
especially when she was young. Her fellow classmates felt its 
power, and they knew it had seen things. Ruby could feel it too; 
whenever she caught a glance of her reflection, the eye was 
drawn there like flies to fruit. It had a sweetness, and it did not 
judge.
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In kindergarten, Michael Mulligan sat next to her on the 
swings. Ruby could feel his eyes on her, so she slowed her 
swinging.

“Mama was mad yesterday, I forgot to take out Bucky. He 
peed on her covers.” Michael pulled up one long sleeve to reveal 
little red circles covering his arm. Ruby thought maybe he was 
sick with pox. Michael put his sleeve down and they started 
swinging again. She watched him run to his mom’s car after 
school that day; she had the window cracked so the smoke of 
her cigarette could fly away. Ruby thought she had a cigarette 
tattooed on her shoulder blade somewhere, but she wasn’t sure.

In the back of art class in middle school, Rebecca Lee asked 
to borrow the metal ruler. Ruby passed it over.

“I have one of these at home. Sometimes I scratch the 
shit out of my wrist with it hoping my folks might notice, but 
they haven’t.” Rebecca added a straight line to her drawing 
before passing the ruler back. Neither spoke another word, but 
Ruby would sometimes leave notes or a funny little doodle in 
Rebecca’s locker after that.

Junior year of high school, Connor James sat next to her 
during a field trip.

“You ever wonder why people care so much whether you’re 
straight or gay?” He was looking her in the face. “My mom says 
it’s about God, but we haven’t been to church since my little 
sister got baptized, you know?” Ruby put a hand on his and 
nodded. His eyes looked like they would boil over any second, 
and they were locked onto the butterfly. It understood Connor’s 
words, and it began to whisper purpose in her ear.

                                                    ***
Ruby went to college to be an elementary school teacher. 

Her professors were just as encouraging as her previous teachers 
had been, at least once they heard about the origin of her ink-
stained skin. She was a bright, passionate student, and people 
couldn’t help but be drawn to the butterfly.
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Aaron Lynch touched her arm as they were passing in the 
dorms. She stopped so the butterfly could hear what he had to 
say.

“My girlfriend, Casey, she’s pregnant. She doesn’t know 
what she’s doing yet, but either way I think I ruined her life. 
I can’t even look at her.” Ruby let him weep on her shoulder 
for a moment. When he pulled away, his finger brushed her 
cheekbone where the butterfly rested. She did not recoil; she 
stood her ground. The butterfly listened, but Ruby wanted to 
help.

As a graduate student, Ruby stayed after class with Dr. 
McDowell one day.

“My husband is cheating on me.” She handed Ruby an 
old, graded assignment she had been meaning to give back. 
“Eighteen years thrown away for an eighteen-year-old.”

The more that Ruby heard, the more she craved helping. 
She needed to be with the kids. She needed to hear what was 
happening to them before they reached a point of no return. 
The older people got the harder they were to help. The butterfly 
could help the little ones; she could feel it. Shouldering crosses 
was becoming a heavy load, and she needed the relief of saving 
at least one person from their burden.

                                                    ***
At her first job interview, Ruby felt confident. The butterfly 

had its power after all.
“My education and student teaching experiences have 

more than prepared me for this position.” Ruby left disappointed, 
but she persisted.

“I truly connect with my students, and they are never afraid 
to ask me thought-provoking questions.” Her professors never 
said it would be easy.

“My recommendations clearly state my willingness to learn 
and adapt right alongside the children.” They never said it would 
be this hard.
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“Give me a chance, and I promise I will prove to you that 
this is where I’m meant to be.” She tried to stay positive despite 
rejection, but hopelessness was filling her tired heart.

“Please, the tattoos aren’t my fault; I was only a child.” 
Patience and employment options had worn thin. Her dream of 
saving suffering souls shrunk to the size of a raisin.

Ruby’s resume and recommendations told a story that 
employers wanted to hear, but her skin told something different 
and disturbing, like something written by the Brothers Grimm. 
Even those schools that did honestly consider her knew that 
the cons of the parental complaints would outweigh the pros of 
her teaching skills. Especially when there were dozens of other 
qualified teachers waiting around the corner for an interview. 
She would never be hired, and she was coming to understand 
that truth for the first time.

                                                    ***
Ruby found herself at a seedy bar, dimly lit by red and green 

twinkly lights, trying to drown the sorrows of yet another failed 
interview in liquor. She wished she could drown the butterfly in 
the golden liquid just as easily. Ruby took off her wool coat to 
reveal a yellow dress, the one she bought because it was just like 
the one her own second grade teacher, Ms. May, always wore. It 
looked utterly out of place on her body. It put the marks on her 
skin, each one crafted by a father’s love, on display.

When the people partying in the back of the place invited 
her over for a drink, she went. She thought one of them might 
have something to tell the butterfly, and conversation might 
momentarily distract her heart.

She noticed immediately that every one of them had 
tattoos, and most had piercings or scars or clothes that drew 
the eye and made it hover. They formed a corner of outcasts. 
Ruby’s lips drew into a sharp line, thinking of the choice they 
had in their exile. They wore their hair how they wanted, wore 
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the clothes that they wanted, and invited her over for a drink 
because that was what they wanted to do.

“You looked lonely,” a woman said. “Sitting by yourself in 
that yellow dress makes you look like a flower that bloomed too 
early.” Ruby tried to smile, but her teeth wouldn’t show.

The man she sat next to had eyes that might’ve only just 
stopped watching cartoons. Her own eyes rested on a little bald 
spot on the side of his head; the butterfly wanted her to find it.

“Yeah, my dad shot me when I was eleven. We were poor, 
and he was sick of spending his money on my dinner. Tried to 
pass the whole thing off as a hunting accident, but I woke up.” 
His hands tightened their grip on each other, and his young eyes 
widened like a little deer.

A woman on his opposite side put her own hand over his. 
He relaxed back into his chair, and his hands slowly came apart. 
After watching their hands touch, Ruby thought to herself that 
maybe being with the people you look like is really the only 
place you can go. Elementary school teachers look a certain way, 
and the wavy reflection that bobbed in the gold of her drink did 
not fit the description. Maybe she should try to be the person 
she looked like for a while, instead of trying to be the person she 
really was.

When two of the women got up for a bathroom trip, Ruby 
followed. On the counter they cut up the white dust she used 
to know as a childhood friend, and she took the dollar bill they 
passed her with slender and willing hands. When the police later 
arrived to pick up the body of an overdose victim, they thought 
she looked the type.




