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Letter From the Editors

Dear Reader,

T here are expectations for a Letter from the Editors. It wants insight, 
demands glorification – of  the magazine’s insides and art everywhere. 
Yet, do we run the risk of  bringing down craft by a constant need 

to laud it – like calling a lover beautiful again and again until it’s a name and  
not a compliment?   

For our letter this year, we instead aim to break the barrier between 
what is written and what is felt. In place of  insight, we offer you emotion. 

We think each magazine issue is a myriad of  emotional resonance, 
each piece within laying itself  bare. When you slice open the moments  
in these writings, red comes out. There’s life inside. And the authors of  
our issue have captured it. Consider Armiya Shaikh’s clinching ultimate 
line, I have been writing this letter from inside the crab cage. Meditate on what 
Rebecca Davis invokes with the sentiment, I imagine the stories that he could  
tell – ones of  loss and of  love, explaining that the love has been (and always will be) 
worth the loss. Follow the conviction in Ellery Beck’s work, I know you felt 
the crack in the oak, the words inside your hands. Ask yourself  as you read, do 
your palms vibrate with a newfound pressure, an idea that there’s something 
there you hadn’t known before? Which stories circle like a shark in your 
head, and do they elevate love over the agony of  loss? Have you too felt 
the entrapment of  a cage, of  the rattling, the rattling, only to be pulled 
from the sea and into the air? 

Yet, through these turbulent passions, we are reminded of  Tamar Sidi’s 
knee-bending lines, We are alive. Thank God. 

For these words and more, we thank our contributors. We thank our 
dedicated team for helping us share their work. And we thank you, reader, 
for bearing witness. 

Cheers, 

Samantha,  Amy,  Jay,  & Monet
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Kikelomo Ogun-Semore,  Excerpt  f rom (A)lone(ly)
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T he water ripples in the sunset. The 
wrinkles on its surface vibrate like an 
old woman’s smile. Children build sand 

castles and tease each other with cackling 
laughter while their mothers sit on the side, 
chatting in low voices. A fisherman brings in 
his boat. I lie by the sea watching the sky. It 
is pink, purple, yellow, and orange all at once. 

Ibu used to tell me not to venture out past 
sunset: “The roads are hard my sweet, the 
people are strange.” But she’s stopped her 
words of  warning, just as she’s stopped rinsing 
my hair, stroking my cheek, kissing my arm. 

I hear her nagging at tourists who pass 
along the rocky beach outside our home. 
“Please buy, please buy.” She shoves t-shirts, 
rings, sarongs in their faces. “I give you 
good price, buy two, very cheap. Maybe for 
girlfriend back home? This is good for you, 
come, come, buy.” They look at her assort-
ment, entertaining the garments and jewelry 
with their dainty fingers, mildly interested. 
“I give you my evening price,” my mother 
squeaks out in desperation. Then, as usual, 
they walk away with “No, thank you,” or 
“Got plenty already,” or “Your price is too 
high.” They say they’ll come back later. 
“Promise me you’ll come back,” I hear her 
say. I can tell by her voice that she’s smiling 
at them when she speaks. I know her eyes are  
crinkled and kind even though she watches them 
leave knowing they’ll never return. “They lie to 
you, Ibu,” I always tell her, but she doesn’t listen. 

Tourists. With their cameras and stuffed 
wallets. With their leather bags and clean 
shoes. They come to Lovina for the dolphin 
tour, cramming into boats that take them  
out early in the morning to see a fin or two, 
destroying the beauty of  it all. They come to 
our village for the “serene local life.” They  
take pictures of  each other outside my bedroom 
window because they like the view of  the sea  
from that angle. Couples morph into each other 
at all hours of  the day in the water, on the 
sand, and they giggle when I pass. But it is 
me who is embarrassed, never them. They 
find their peace here, but disrupt ours. And 
they still won’t buy a damn thing from my mother. 

Mama used to hold me high above the 

The Fisherman’s  Son
By Tamar S id i

waves, playing with me by my father’s fishing 
boat. My Ayah was the best fisherman in 
north Bali, all the restaurants came to him 
for his fish. Always fresh, always the best in 
the sea. He had shown me all the best spots 
in the water, and he had taught me how to 
wind a line around a rusty tin can. Rods 
were expensive — “frivolous inventions,” 
he called them.  I was five when I caught 
my first barracuda, I was nine when I found 
his wrangled body on the reefs. His arms 
and legs were slashed from being pressed up 
against the rocks all night. His face was un-
recognizable. Ibu said we should give thanks 
to God for letting us find him. “Better to 
know, Wayan. Better to know than guess.” 
But I never knew if  she was right. 

I continued to take out the boat after his 
death. It was discolored after years of  wear, 
but still had the faint yellow stripe  
on its bottom and the tiny etching Ibu and 
I engraved on my sixth birthday, “Life is 
good.” I was most myself  when I sat on its 
wooden planks, surrounded only the sea. The 
water soothed me; Ayah taught me to never 
be afraid of  it. It was powerful like the gods 
— able to abolish lives and inspire them 
anew — and gods shouldn’t be feared. They 
should be worshiped, revered, celebrated. 
Even after it took him, I regarded it with awe.  

I knew I was distressing my mother by 
continuing to fish, but we struggled for sta-
bility without my father’s steady income and 
it came to me naturally. I was making more 
money than the other boys my age who sold 
petrol by the street or transported pigs over 
the island and I took my responsibility to 
feed my mother and sisters seriously.  Even 
so, Ibu would clench up whenever I left to 
meet the fishermen and wouldn’t let me out 
the door until she murmured a prayer in my ear. 

The men were fond of  me. After the day 
had descended and we were all counting our 
catches — separating what we would bring to 
our families and what we would sell — they 
would sit with me and tell me stories about 
my father. They had all grown up together, 
learning to fish side by side. “He knew all 
the girls on the island, that brondong. They 
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would gather by the beach, waiting for him 
to bring back the boat. One day, he took your  
mother out with him and when he came back 
with her, the other women looked on with such 
envy you would’ve thought he had proposed 
to her. When they found out later that that was 
exactly what he did, their screams and shouts 
could be heard all over the island.” 

It warmed me to listen to their words. 
I missed having him in my life. I missed 
watching his muscles work when he tried to  
catch a huge fish. I missed him humming 
along to my voice as I sang American songs 
for hours on the fishing boat. I would always 
botch the lyrics but remember the melodies. I 
missed him opening the door to Ibu, kissing 
her cheek, and telling her about my successes 
of  the day before even sitting down to eat.   

A few years ago, I 
came home with a hook 
in my eyebrow after an 
unfortunate encoun-
ter with a particularly 
stubborn tuna. I wasn’t 
in terrible pain, but I 
needed someone to yank 
it out for me. The men 
sent me directly to my 
mother, afraid they would 
make a mistake. Look-
ing back now, I wish I 
had gritted my teeth and 
done it myself. After Ibu 
found me with blood 
drooling down my face, 
she screamed and for-
bade me from fishing. “I 
can’t afford to have another hurt by the sea, 
Wayan,” she told me as she stitched me up. I 
was made to sell the boat. 

Wade, a friend of  mine since birth, of-
fered me a job with him selling chickens and 
Ibu enthusiastically accepted on my behalf. 
I earned a fraction of  what I had before and 
came home every day covered in feathers and 
dust with nothing fresh to put on the table.

We used to play football with the village 
boys every evening, but now that we are 
seventeen we hardly even have time to sleep. 
My sisters, Made and Koming, would fill the 
bottom of  their skirts with seashells and 
line them in the sand as goal posts. Wade 
always played the goalie, wearing a Gianluigi 

Buffon jersey he found after a tourist left it 
the beach. I played offense and kept count 
of  the game. Sometimes I wish I could go 
back to then, when our toothy smiles would 
radiate joy and our only problems were a 
boy declaring to have scored a goal when he 
hadn’t, and our mothers calling us home for 
dinner when the game wasn’t yet over.  

Ibu won’t admit how badly we need mon-
ey, because she doesn’t want me to worry and 
she knows I’ll try to leave, but the slate of  
our roof  threatens to fall through, and she 
frowns with concern each time we run out of  
clean water in the house.

I must go. Just for a bit. There is no 
way for us to continue like this. Made and 
Koming sit out in the sun all day making 
crafts for Ibu to sell and bottling petrol for 

the boys by the road. Last 
week, Made found herself  
with a broken arm and 
we didn’t have the funds 
to pay for her surgery. 
Luckily, the doctor was a 
friend of  my father’s and 
covered it for free, but we 
cannot go on relying on 
favors and pity. 

Ibu was upset when I 
told her; she clung onto 
my wrist until it turned 
white. No one in my family 
has ever left the island of  
Bali, not even to travel  
to Java. I was restless, 
desperate to explore, deeply 
curious. “Tidak mungkin” 

she said. There was no way in hell. So, I told 
her I would stay on the island for now, that I 
would do the best I could for her and return 
to her with enough money to live comfortably.

“Why not stay in Lovina, cyin?” She said 
to me, stroking my cheek, after she had gotten 
over her initial shock.

“There is no change here, no hope, Ibu. 
Please trust in me.” 

That evening I ate at a warung that I’d 
been going to since I was a little boy. The place 
was small and damp, with cracked paint and 
missing tiles, but it still had the best Nasi 
Goreng in town. I scarfed down the fried 
rice while the owner, Putu, sat with me and 
listened to my plan.  

“Even so, Ibu would 
c l e n c h  u p  w h e n -
ever I  left  to meet 
the f ishermen and 
wouldn’t let me out 
the  door  unt i l  she 
murmured a prayer 
in  my ear.”
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“Leaving Lovina, eh?” he asked with a 
chuckle. It was almost unheard of. The fish 
and the sunsets are of  the best here, but 
although Lovina once boasted a booming eco- 
nomy it now clings onto the wallets of  stingy  
tourists, drowning in order to stay afloat. 

Putu told me about a cousin of  his work-
ing at the port in Sanur. “Start in Sanur and 
get a job on a speedboat, it is a steady pay 
and I know of  an opening,” he said.  

His cousin was told to expect me the day 
after tomorrow. I went home that night with 
a grin slapped on my face, packing all that I 
needed into a drawstring bag before tidying 
my room so that it could be rented while 
I was away. I didn’t own much to bring: a 
couple spare t-shirts, a 
watch, a flashlight, my 
father’s money pouch. I 
couldn’t tell my mother I 
would be working on the 
water again, I was afraid 
she wouldn’t let me go.  
I swore Wade to secrecy 
and promised that I 
would tell her later. 

I had never been to 
Sanur before. It’s all the 
way in the South and 
Lovina is in the North. 
But Putu told me how to 
travel there by scooter, 
and I was sure I would 
find my way. 

“It’s very different there,” he warned me. 
“Foreigners swarm the land like the flies in 
my damn warung!” He winked, and I gave 
him a lopsided smile, thanking him profusely. 

My mother and sisters came out to see 
me go. “Be safe dear Wayan, be clever,” they  
called out. Made and Koming handed me two  
bracelets: one, white, for a peaceful spirit,  
the other, gold, for the god of  Wisnu, repre-
senting happiness and prosperity. Their eyes 
were damp with tears, but they centered their 
hands on their hearts, praying to Ganesha, 
the remover of  obstacles, for my safe journey. 

Wind slashed against my face as my scooter 
rushed down the swirling mountain roads. 

Every so often I would tear my eyes from the 
path to catch a glimpse of  the view: green 
for miles on end — a tapestry of  bright 
shades almost startling to see. Look down 
the side of  the mountain, see green, look up, 
see green, look across, see green. Life is so 
much more than mere humankind. Nature is 
alive and trying desperately to communicate 
with us, to soothe us, to remind us that our 
meagre problems are so much less than what 
we make of  them, we are all alive on Earth 
together. We are alive. Thank God.

The roads to the South were mostly 
downhill with sharp turns and no barriers to 
prevent slipping off  the edge into the green 
unknown. Other motorbikes and scooters 

zoomed past me, waving 
their hands, giving a nod, 
or a quick smile. Some 
of  the scooters had 
three people squashed 
on the seat. The women 
sat like ladies with their 
legs pressed together, 
dangling off  to the side. 
Only a sliver of  their 
bodies was supported by 
the seat, but they looked 
relaxed and at ease. There 
were babies too, clutched 
tightly by their mothers, 
and toddlers sitting behind 
drivers on the backs of  

scooters, holding on tightly to the back of   
a shirt or a belt loop. It’s the only way to 
get around Bali. We all grow up on them; 
sometimes there are five kids to one scoot-
er. Tourists try to copy us when they visit, 
bringing their children along with no hel- 
mets all in the name of  adventure. But they 
don’t know our roads, nor the quick, care-
less way we drive. Lane dividers serve as 
suggestions rather than rules, and indicator 
lights and caution are replaced with honking. 
Stray cats, dogs, chickens, and monkeys taunt 
every vehicle.   

I kept on for a couple more miles, the view  
growing less and less magnificent as I adv-
anced down the mountain. I stopped around 
lunchtime when I saw an elderly man selling 
banana fritters on the corner of  the road. 
My mother had packed me some food, but I 
could never quite resist the taste of  Pisang 

“I  couldn’t  te l l  my 
m o t h e r  I  wo u l d 
be working on the 
water  again ,  I  was 
afraid she wouldn’t 
let  me go.”
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Goreng. I asked for a handful, and he handed 
them to me on a napkin, drizzling them in 
a thick syrup. The man said his name was 
Wayan as well. All first-born Balinese chil-
dren are named Wayan. I parked my scooter 
next to his stand and he moved over to make 
room for me in the shade. A dozen monkeys 
hovered in the street around us, climbing the 
knotted tree.  He asked where I was going 
and as I devoured my sweet, crispy snack,  
I told him about my plans to work on a 
speedboat. His face was gentle and loving, 
and his voice was light from his smile. He 
said he had always loved the water but could 
never bring himself  to leave his father’s 
shop. He wished me good health, protection 
from God, and luck. I thanked him before 
leaving and he touched my shoulder with 
fragile fingers.

I arrived in Sanur by nightfall. The streets 
were congested with people, cars, restau-
rants, and shopping centers. My eyes were 
wide with wonder, my heart beating from  
excitement, nerves, the start of  something 
new. It was hard to comprehend that I was 
only three hours from home, and even harder 
to understand why this was my first time on 
this side of  the island.  

Putu’s cousin, Ketut, was waiting for me 
outside his home in a crisp white shirt and 
denim jeans. 

“Wayan! Selamat datan, I hope you had 
an easy journey.” His face was like a boy’s, 
bright and hopeful, smiling through closed 
lips. He took my bag into his home and 
handed me a wet towel to cool off. “Come,  
we will meet my friends for dinner.” 

I was exhausted, but after I had washed 
my face, had a cup of  water and a plate of  
Nasi Goreng, I had my usual energy back. 
His friends were loud, funny, unapologetic. I 
had never been with such boisterous people. 
Each one would make a joke to great howls 
of  laughter. I was mesmerized by them. 

“Wayan, gan, tell us about Lovina, what’s 
it like?” 

“How are the women there? Seksi? Mon-
tok? Sederhana?” 

“Tell us about the craziest party, you must 

have a good story.” 
They were well-intentioned and genuinely 

curious, watching me with laughing eyes. I 
stayed quiet that night, bouncing conversa-
tion back to them. How could I tell them 
that my “crazy” nights in Lovina consisted 
of  playing guitar at sunset with Wade — the 
same friend I’ve had my whole life — and 
drinking just enough beer to tempt us to call 
our childhood girlfriends and invite them to 
join? How could I explain that I spent most 
of  my time helping my mother sell cheap 
knickknacks to insolent tourists and driving 
 around a little truck with a trunk-load of  
chickens to sell? They were from Sanur, well- 
adjusted to the busy life. I was from the slow 
moving, sleepy Lovina. 

After dinner, when everyone was buzzed 
on beer and banter, we wandered the streets. 
Each boy delighted in showing me a different 
part of  their neighborhood.

“This is the best bar.”
“This is the best warung.”
“This is the nicest bum, you should 

always say hello to him.”
Some of  them stopped to approach 

Western girls, asking for help with English 
practice. I was confounded. I usually avoided 
speaking to tourists—they had always both-
ered me, intimidated me, made me feel in-
ferior. But the girls they approached seemed 
harmless. They giggled, flattered, and stopped 
for a short conversation, tousling their hair 
or gliding their fingers up their arms before 
prancing away in miniskirts and laughing 
amongst themselves. 

Ketut woke me early the next morning 
slapping at my thigh with a dish towel. “Se-
lamat pagi, let’s go my friend.” The sun had 
not yet fully risen. I blinked away the sleep, 
aching from my night on the wooden floor. 
He handed me a clean uniform: a white 
polo shirt with the little logo of  a speed-
boat ironed onto the top right corner, loose 
blue pants, and a blue cap. I dipped my face 
under the cold shower drip and stared at it 
in the battered mirror. “Today is the day,” I 
thought to myself, “Hari ini adalah hari itu!” 
I combed back my hair and neatly placed the 
new cap on my head, pushing it down my 
forehead so that it covered the hook-shaped 
scar that ran up my left eyebrow. 

Ketut sat at the kitchen table, his white 
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shirt unbuttoned and his hair sticking out  
on all sides. “Eat quickly gan, we’re leaving 
in five.” I reached for the black coffee as he 
slid me a plate of  fried rice and fruit. “Don’t 
worry, I’m ready whenever you are.” He 
laughed at me, scuffling my cap just enough 
to scare me into combing my hair again. I 
turned on the dusty, metal radio that sat just 
to the side of  me and Paradise FM started 
trickling into the air. More American pop. 

Ketut started belting the lyrics to Ariana 
Grande’s “Dangerous Woman,” spraying 
himself  with a funky cologne. I watched  
him from the kitchen, trying not to laugh 
when he used his toothbrush as a micro-
phone. He was so comfortable, even with 
his crooked teeth and flat nose. He was so 
confident, so likable. 

I got on the back of  his scooter and he 
drove us to the port. A strange film seemed 
to be placed over the city. It was far too early 
for all the foreigners of  the night before; the 
streets were made up only of  locals. Women 
walked soundlessly along the streets placing 
the morning offerings of  canang sari in front 
of  their homes. They knelt delicately with 
their legs placed tightly together, slightly 
constricted by their long skirts, and recited 
the appropriate prayer. Smoke from incense 
wafted through the air, reminding me of  my 
mornings back in Lovina. It comforted me to  
know that the Hindu tradition is strong here, too. 

The manager of  Speedy, Captain Kadek, 
was a chubby, congenial man. As soon as 
he met me, he put away the passenger cards 
he was sorting and bowed his head slightly. 
“Ketut has spoken very highly of  you, I am 
very pleased you are with us,” he said before 
leading me along the beach to introduce me 
to my coworkers. They were a small, intimate 
group, chatting and smoking around one 
rickety bench. I recognized a couple tan faces 
from the night before, taunting a stray dog 
with scraps of  food. “Nongkrong! Come 
sit!” They called to me, poking at my fresh 
uniform and clapping my back. I coughed  
up a big smile.  

The tourists came in around nine, great 
big flocks of  them with gobs of  sunscreen, 
beach towels and armfuls of  luggage. We 
weren’t the only speedboat company litter-
ing the beach, half  a dozen others lined up 
alongside us sporting names like “Rocky” 

and “Scoot” and “Fast Water.” 
“Where do we go for the speedboat?” 

asked a woman wearing a sunhat that seemed 
to cover her entire face. 

“Which company are you booked  
with madam?” I gave her my best non- 
Indonesian accent.

“Speedboat to the Gili Islands.”
“Yes, they all go to the Gilis, but which 

company?” Her makeup dripped down her 
skin, the rouge of  her cheeks blending with 
the black from her lashes. 

“I really don’t know why it’s so difficult 
for you to direct me which way to go,” she 
said, and she squinted at me until I was 
nothing but a slit in her eye, folding her arms 
over her purse. Ketut came over and asked 
for the woman’s booking information before 
directing her to Rocky.  

“It’s ok, man, don’t worry about it,” he 
said when he found me still standing there 
confused and agitated. 

I shadowed Ketut for the morning, 
watching as he went up to tourists standing 
in groups waiting to board. He would intro-
duce himself  and bow his head, sometimes 
cracking a joke or complimenting a kid’s shirt 
before offering to take their suitcases from 
them. I helped him gather dozens of  heavy 
cases to the edge of  the sand and we all stood 
in the water, hauling them up, passing them 
over to others at the edge of  the speedboat. 

The August heat hit with full severity 
and I tried to block the sun with each case 
I lifted. Our pants were drenched. The bags 
were so full. Each time I lifted one, I feared 
it would burst open and spill out. But they 
were all passed carefully onto the boat with 
no complications. The cases had little tags on 
them with the owner’s name, the island they 
were heading to, and the accommodation 
they would be staying at written in black ink. 
There were about seventy people hiding in 
the scarce bit of  shade and waiting for us  
to give them the okay. 

“This is the fun part,” said Ketut. “Help 
them onto the boat, grab their arm and make 
sure you have good footing.”

The passengers had to step in the water 
in order for us to hoist them up. The women 
complained to each other that their dresses 
had gotten wet, that it would “spoil the ma-
terial.” I held my arm out for them and they 
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each grasped me uncertainly, a couple of  
them wobbled with the waves, but I held the 
small of  their back until they were rightfully 
on the boat. Each one thanked me profusely.  
I stayed at the front with Ketut, assisting 
some children onboard with their fathers, 
who also seemed to have some trouble.

“I didn’t realize people needed help with 
this,” I said. I wasn’t trying to brag, I was 
genuinely a bit shocked. 

“You’re used to living by the water, brother. 
You’re used to seeing the 
ocean, feeling the waves. 
For the most part, our 
passengers are not.  
You will be a great  
addition here.”

I was happy to be 
wanted, to be useful. I 
was happy to help the 
tourists and be thanked 
and smiled at. In Lovina, 
they hadn’t even spared 
me a glance. 

The boat was first to 
stop at Nusa Lembongan, 
then Gili Trawangan, Gili 
Air, and Gili Meno. The surrounding islands 
of  Bali each have their own unique person-
ality (At least that’s what I’ve been told; not 
that I, nor any of  my friends, have been so 
far from home).

My job was pretty simple: go up and 
down the aisles a few times, be polite and 
courteous, smile and ask if  I can help in 
any way, point passengers to the restroom 
at the end of  the boat, hand out cold towels 
and sick bags at the start of  the journey and 
mints in the middle. Families sat clustered 
together. Some of  them were jovial, engag-
ing in upbeat conversation, flipping through 
maps. Others were sour and whined that 
they were sick, constantly asking me, “How 
much longer until Gili T?” The children were 
spoiled, crying to their parents out of  bore-
dom, feigning hunger for snacks. Groups of  
European and American backpackers took 
up seats near the back, treating their Lonely 
Planet books like bibles. They used their selfie 
sticks to capture each other making silly faces 
or kissing. They howled with laughter and 
shared inside jokes about all the hostels they 
had been to. 

Ketut said we should be friendly to all 
passengers. If  we saw one traveling alone, 
we were encouraged to approach them and 
entertain them with conversation. He said 
it was extremely important to practice our 
Balinese manners. 

Only one person sat alone, a girl in the 
last row. She wore bright pink headphones 
around her head and had thick, dark eye-
brows that arched so high it seemed an ex- 
pression of  shock was frozen on her face. A  

huge backpack sat next to 
her, a yoga mat was tied 
to its top and a pair of  
sneakers dangled from 
the strap. I remember 
how she refused to hand 
it over to Ketut.

I used my sleeve to 
wipe off  the sweat on my 
face and approached her. 
She smelled like vanilla 
and coconut oil. The 
milky glow of  her skin 
reflected in the window.  

“Do you mind if  I  
sit here?” I asked. 

“Oh, um… no, I guess not.” She seemed 
frazzled but moved her backpack from the 
seat beside her. 

“Are you traveling alone?” 
“I’m meeting up with friends on the island, 

they are taking the later boat.” Her eyes fluttered 
up away from the phone and book in her lap 
to look at me.

“Gili Trawangan?” 
“Gili Air.” 
“I hear that’s a honeymoon spot.” 
“Well, all I know is that it’s quieter than 

Gili T. I can’t stand the packs of  tourists.” 
Her laugh was like the whisper of  a wind 
chime: airy and full of  light. I smiled and 
turned to face her better, she had a full face 
of  freckles and a tiny silver nose ring. Her 
name was Mia.

“I mean, just look at them!” She mo-
tioned to a couple sitting diagonally to us 
vigorously attacking the surfaces around 
them with alcohol wipes. “And a beer at this 
hour? That’s Australian trash for you,” she 
pointed to a sunburnt blond gulping a can  
of  Corona. I couldn’t suppress my grin.  

“Where are you from?” I asked. 

“ I  go t  on  the  back 
of  h is  scooter  and 
he drove us  to  the 
port .  A strange fi lm 
seemed to be placed 
over the city.”
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“New York originally, but I’ve been  
traveling for the past two years. I don’t like 
to tie myself  to a single place. I belong to 
the world.” 

I sat with Mia for the rest of  the ride, ex-
cusing myself  only when Ketut motioned for 
me to hand out the mints or tend to another 
passenger. Once she got to talking about her 
travels, she became animated, her hands flail-
ing with expression. She 
showed me photographs 
on her digital camera; 
pictures of  Nepal, India, 
Thailand, Vietnam and 
Singapore flashed before 
my eyes. The book in her 
lap was a journal bound 
in leather. When she 
flipped through it to tell 
me a story about a group 
of  village children she 
befriended, I caught ex-
quisite drawings she had done of  the people 
she had met and places she had seen. 

“I’ve had a marvelous time, but I  
miss New York.”

“But why? What’s it like there?”
“I suppose it’s where people go to be suc-
cessful. It’s a very serious place, but it’s also 
the most diverse place you can go. People 
from all over the world move there. I’ll con-
tinue to travel for as long as I can, but it will 
always be where I return.” She let me swipe 
through the pictures on her phone of  her home 
so many thousands of  miles away, “It’s the 
Big Apple, that’s all. Anything is possible there.”  

Life on the speedboat continued somewhat 
uneventfully. Every day we transported four 
or six groups, depending on how strong the 
current was. Once, it was so powerful that it 
slowed our journey back from four hours to 
sixteen. Each wave hurled over the windows, 
creating the illusion of  our boat being sub-
merged. Small amounts of  water came in 
through the cracks, dripping onto shaking 
shoulders. Tourists prayed and cried. They 
closed their eyes and held onto each other. 
They glared and cursed. Ketut and the others 
laughed, “It happens sometimes. No worries 

my friends, no worries.” We went over to 
passengers with lemon mist and nausea pills 
to help revive them. You can imagine the an-
ger when I ran out of  sick-bags to hand out. 

Mia had made it part of  her daily routine 
to have breakfast at Mowie’s, a shack serv-
ing fresh juices and bits of  morning food, 
next to the Gili Air port. Our boat came 
in around eleven and I always looked over 

expectantly to catch a 
glimpse of  pink head-
phones and a light hand 
raised to wave from a 
white sunbed. She was  
always alone, which made 
me wonder about the 
friends she had sup- 
posedly met up with. 

Since Gili Air was  
the last stop on our 
route, after I helped  
anchor the boat, carry  

the suitcases, and get passengers aboard 
horse carriages to their accommodations, I 
would sit with Mia while the rest of  the crew 
enjoyed a smoke together before heading 
back to Bali with the next batch of  passen-
gers. The boys would tease me good naturedly, 
“You flirt! Kamu genit!” I didn’t think of  
myself  as a flirt at all, but Mia brought out 
a different side of  me. I loved to make her 
laugh, to watch her smile, to hear about her 
life. I had never met anyone like her, let alone  
a tourist. When young children stopped 
by her table to sell their goods, she always 
bought something from them. She bargained 
firmly, but never turned any of  them away. 
She wore all the purchases from her travels,  
her arms were stacked with bangles and 
bracelets, her neck laden with tangled neck-
laces, her fingers heavy with rings. I showed 
her the bracelets my sisters had made for me 
and told her about my mother’s work while 
she listened with intent.

Mia stayed on the island for two weeks, 
much longer than most. Before she went off  
to mainland Lombok, she wrote down her 
number on a damp napkin and told me to 
keep in touch, drawing a smiley face in the 
corner. I found myself  intensely upset when 
we said goodbye. 

When Ketut called for me to join the 
others to start gathering suitcases, I quietly 

“ I  don’ t  l ike  to  t ie 
myself  to a  s ingle 
place.  I  belong to 
the world.”
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folded the number away in my money pouch 
and left her sitting by the sea twirling her red 
locks around her finger. 

A few months after I started at Speedy, I sat 
with Ketut on the sofa in the dark little room 
in Sanur. An onslaught of  rain splattered 
against our windows and the radio static  
created a soft buzz, enclosing us in a safe 
space. I stared out into the dark gray sky  
and closed my eyes. 

“Don’t worry, Wayan. She’ll come around 
eventually, it will just take time.” When I 
first arrived in Sanur, I spoke to Ibu and my 
sisters regularly. They insisted that they were 
getting on alright. Wade had found some-
one to occupy my bedroom and the rent 
was helping them cope. I still hadn’t told 
them about my work, they thought that I 
was switching between jobs, but I had begun 
to feel extremely guilty for concealing the 
truth. I called my mother last week to tell  
her about the speedboat, thinking she might 
have gained a new perspective. She hasn’t 
spoken to me since. 

“Ha. You don’t know my Ibu,” I told him, 
shaking my head. 

“Well, in the meantime at least you have 
Mia to occupy your thoughts,” Ketut smirked 
and threw my phone across the room. It 
flashed with a green light. A new text. I felt 
my ears turn red. 

Mia and I had been messaging regularly. 
She was heading back home after her long 
trip around the world and had just sent me 
a new number to contact her with. I never 
learnt to read or write in English — Ketut 
said he would try to teach me the little that 
he knew — but for now we juggled between 
voice messages and Google-Translated sen-
tences. My heart pounded with each notification.

New York had always been an abstract 
place that I knew existed, but never fully 
grasped. Now, it began to appear every-
where. Snippets of  overheard conversation, 
skyscrapers on television, three letters on 
sweatshirts. I thought about it often. Was it 
full of  more people like Mia? Or was she an 
exception? How many places around the world 
had people like her? She sparked a sense of  

restlessness within me, a hunger to move  
and travel and see. 

Work seemed so much more tedious. 
The other passengers seemed so simple, so 
superficial. They spoke loudly without listen-
ing and took photos without looking. They 
moved place to place according to what they 
thought would impress others, not from the 
depths of  their own heart. 

The thought of  returning to Lovina  
suffocated me. I was afraid to be bound 
there like before, to fall into a routine far  
too familiar. But I felt that my father’s spirit 
must be disappointed in me. I remembered 
how he once took my head in his hands, 
crouched down in the fishing boat and stared 
right into my childish eyes to tell me: “Life 
is about balance, we cannot exist alone. 
Trees cannot survive without the help of  
other elements, nor can a family grow strong 
without each other’s support. Nothing comes 
before family, not ever. Understand Wayan?” 
I couldn’t stay here knowing my mother’s 
anger, I couldn’t continue to work knowing  
I had wounded her. I would explain to her 
why it was so important for me to be with 
water, I would make her understand. 

“I have to go back,” I said, shuffling  
in my seat. 

“What? Where?” Ketut removed the ciga-
rette from his mouth.

“Lovina.”
“Don’t be crazy, gan. Come, let me make 

you some coffee.”
“I’m serious. Just to visit. My family relies 

on me and I’ve upset them.” 
“Isn’t that why you’re here? To make 

money for them?” He looks at me with disbelief.
“I’ve offended them, I disobeyed my 

mother, I did not speak the truth. My sisters 
are without their elder brother. My Ayah 
wouldn’t have wanted this. I’ll come back,”  
I say. “I’m just going to visit, I’ll come back.” 

Ketut grabbed the keys to his scooter and 
pushed me out the door, we were soaked to 
our skin the second we stepped outside.

“Let’s go,” he slapped my back good 
naturedly. “I’ll make sure we’re there and back 
before tomorrow night.” 
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Mar lene Mi l ler,  Act iv i ty  Essay
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Whip-Poor-Wil ls  S ing Late at  Night  and Ear ly  in  the Morning
By Grayson Treat

I was too scared to sleep so I called the 
woman I wanted to have an affair with. 
She didn’t answer. I left a message and 

asked her to meet me at a divey restaurant 
about 20 minutes out of  town.

“Sweetheart,” I said, exaggerating the drawl 
on my vowels.  “I think it’s time we shifted 
this tractor into the next gear. No, but really,  
meet me at Larengetti’s as soon as you can.” 

There were only a few people in the dimly 
lit dining room, most of  them at the bar. 
There was no real chance of  running into 
anyone from my congregation here. The sign 
asked me to seat myself. I chose a booth. 
Not the farthest back. I didn’t want it to look 
like we had something to hide. It wasn’t near 
the front, either; I didn’t want to get too cocky. 
Walking in, I thought the bartender shot me 
a look. I asked the waitress, a woman with a 
sprawling flower tattoo on her chest to bring 
me a Johnnie Walker “with a twist if  you 
don’t mind” while I waited on my date. 

It would probably be good to say some-
thing about how I’ve never done this before, 
make her feel special, hand-picked, irresist- 
ible. It would also make me look more nor-
mal. Just a normal married man, looking for 
something somewhere I shouldn’t be.

She reminded me of  Tyra, the ex I dated 
before my wife. They both made dirty jokes 
and dragged their long fingernails across the 
skin of  my arms. Tyra wouldn’t marry me. 
Never gave me a reason why. I’d drop to one 
knee, she’d blush, and her gaze would fall to 
the floor. I’m not sure she ever fancied the 
idea of  being a pastor’s wife. I don’t blame 
her now, but I did then. My wife, Beth, appar-
ently wasn’t smart enough to catch on. No, 
perhaps she had, but by that time she was 
already in it for the long haul. Could be why 
she had sex with the twenty-year-old youth 
minister while I ran our community group 
one room over. She confessed it to me a  
month later, head in hands.

“I don’t know why I did it,” she had said  
with puffy eyes and a red nose. “It just happened.”

“It felt good,” I said. I couldn’t tell if  she 
was crying because she was afraid of  hurting 
me or if  she was just coming to grips with 

the idea of  this new person she had become.
“Maybe. I don’t know.”
“That wasn’t a question.”
I walked to our window and looked  

out at our featureless backyard, fenced  
in against the trees. 

“We can afford a pool, you know,” I said. 
“What?” 
“There’s enough space I think.” At this, 

her mouth hung open. She scrunched her 
eyebrows together.

“Is this really the time to be talking about this?”
“Why wouldn’t this be the time? It’s as 

good as any other time.” 
She let her head fall back into her hands 

and began shaking her head. “I don’t know.  
I just want to hear what you think.”   

I nodded my head as though I had come 
to a decision. “Yes, you know,” I paused. “I 
think I’m going to see a contractor about 
putting in the pool. Think of  what it could 
do for our property value.”

I proceeded to walk out the door, ex-
pecting her to follow me, to try to get me  
to stay. I started the car. Before I backed 
out of  the driveway I took a look toward 
the empty door frame. I drove down the 
Highway Five. I took a left at some point, 
then a right. Then I lost track of  where I 
was and just drove. I found myself  at some 
bar outside of  Leach. I acted like a regular. I 
didn’t get drunk like I did when I failed my 
first year of  college. That kind of  over the 
top self-medication is for amateurs. No, I 
nursed a gin and tonic like a professional. I 
wanted people to look at me and think about 
how good I was at it. How much pain I must 
be harboring. How much effort it must take 
to keep it under wraps.

The affair didn’t surprise me. Seemed like 
I wasn’t giving enough of  what people needed 
my whole life. I had actually felt relieved when 
she told me. Before, when success was still 
an option, there had been tension. The only  
peace was in failure. Success only led the way  
for more tension in the expectation of  success.

We had to fire the youth minister. I felt 
bad for the guy. The only mistakes he made 
were those of  being young and in the wrong 
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place at the wrong time. We did it quietly.  
He didn’t make a big fuss. The kids he min- 
istered to were a portrait of  bewilderment  
as he walked out the door for the last time. 

It was getting late and my date still hadn’t 
shown up. It had been about an hour ago 
that I first called and let her know that I 
wanted to meet up. In that time I had five  
or seven, maybe eight 
drinks. The time be-
tween grew shorter as 
the minutes passed, each 
successive drink making 
those to come go down 
easier. I considered call-
ing, but I figured that was 
a impulse to be resisted. 
It is the nature of  the ap-
pearance of  confidence 
to be uncomfortable, un-
certain, or at least I think 
it is. She only needed to think that I was 
completely confident in our success, regard-
less of  its truth. I thought that perhaps she 
was having second thoughts. Maybe I had 
perceived her long stares incorrectly, her 
fake, suggestive laughs at staff  meetings,  
her fingernails across my skin.

“Hey, sweetheart,” I said to the waitress, 
talking slowly in an effort not to slur my speech. 

“I’ll take another when you get a chance.”  
“Why don’t you wait a little, maybe get 

something to eat in the meantime?”
“What?” My grin disappeared.
“Sorry, the managers are on our asses 

about over-serving recently.”
“Why’s that my problem? I’m fine, honey.”
“Sorry, just orders,” she nodded toward 

a woman who was cradling her chin in her 
hands behind the bar. 

“I’ll just take the check then.” The wait-
ress’s expression hardened like she could 
sense what was coming next. She walked off.  
I made sure to press the pen down excessively 
hard on the slip when I drew the over-sized 
X on the tip line.

I spat on the floor as I stood up. I let her 
feel my hate through my glare. I thought I 
could see her bottom lip quiver and felt some 

satisfaction. I pushed her out of  the way as I  
walked by, nearly knocking her over and draw- 
ing the gaze of  more than a few nearby diners. 

I was walking to my car when I heard a man’s 
voice shout from behind me, “Hey asshole.”

I turned around. It was a young guy 
who had been sitting at the bar. He walked 
towards me. My waitress scuttled behind  
him. It was dark and I couldn’t see her  
face against the light of  the restaurant. 

She was pulling back on his arm, trying  
in futility to restrain him. He yanked his  

arm away from her.
“What’s your fuckin’ pro- 

blem, alchie?” the guy said.
“Please,” the waitress 

pleaded. I could tell from 
the sound of  her voice 
that she had been crying. 

“It’s not a big deal.”
“This ain’t about you 

anymore, it’s a matter  
of  principle.” He turned 
his attention back to me. 

“You got an excuse for 
this behavior?” Now that he was closer and  
I could see his face.

“Aden Williams?” I said, the girl’s tattoo 
catching my eye. The white petals spanned 
her chest and reflected the moonlight. The 
stem traveled down the skin between her 
cleavage and continued, out of  sight, un-
derneath her shirt. “Do you remember me? I 
taught you Sunday school when you were a kid.”

“What?” He got even closer, close enough 
that I could almost see his dirt-filled pores, 
even against the dark of  the night. “Ain’t no 
Williams. You got me wrong,” he said. “How 
about you apologize?”

“Your mother is probably worried about you.” 
I poked his belly. He recoiled and swung his out-
stretched right arm, nailing my left temple. 
The waitress screamed.  I twisted and fell back,  
face first, onto the hood of  someone’s Camry. 

“Fucking freak.” He grabbed me by the 
back of  my coat and threw me on the gravel. 
I tried to catch myself, but only succeeded in 
scraping my hands. He proceeded to kick me 
three times in my side. I rolled over and saw 
the bottom of  his boot hovering just above 
my face. Then he fell backward, spiraling his 
arms in an attempt to regain his balance. He 
and the waitress fell on the gravel in a heap. 

“I  spat on the f loor 
as  I  stood up.  I  let 
her  fee l  my  hate 
through my glare.”
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She cursed him and asked him something 
about what his probation manager would do.

“Alright, that’s enough,” interrupted who I 
assumed was the restaurant manager. “Misty, 
go ahead home, I’ll take care of  the rest of  
your tables.” The waitress apologized. She 
and the guy who looked like Aden walked 
around the corner of  the restaurant, out of  
sight. He was muttering something about 
how he was a grown ass man and it was a 
matter of  principle.

“Do I need to call an ambulance?” The mana- 
ger looked down at me. I couldn’t hear her very  
well, my head reverberating with the force of  
his fist. The pain in my side consumed most of  
my consciousness. I managed to shake my head.

“Okay then,” she turned. “Please don’t  
come back.”

I stumbled away, clutching my side. A few 
bruised ribs probably. A throbbing headache. 
Warm blood dripped off  my face and onto 
my jacket. I took a look in the rearview mirror. 
There was a gash across my forehead. The 
threads of  blood extended down my nose 
and cheeks. It looked like a reimagining of  
some river delta.

Dad came home on occasion in similar 
conditions, but there was one night in par-
ticular where dad’s friend, Eddie, had taken 
a bottle of  PBR and smashed it against his 
head. I think Ma was pulling shards of  glass 
out of  his face for the entirety of  that eve-
ning and the next day. He had even needed 
stitches. He was a charismatic type, Dad. 
Everyone loved him. He didn’t need to fight 
often, but could scrap though if  he needed to. 
It was part of  his rough and tumble charm. 

I tried to drive in such a way that I would not 
draw attention to myself. I figured I was still 
drunk, but the beating had made it harder to tell.  
I thought about whether it was the injury or the  
alcohol that affected my driving more. Then 
I wondered whether it actually mattered. The 
swelling was beginning to make sight difficult. 

I didn’t panic when I was a few miles out 
of  town and blue lights appeared in my rear 
view mirror. They couldn’t do much worse 
to me than what had already been done.

The cop leaned forward against the door, 

resting his elbows in the open window. 
“Mr. Toldo?” He said. I squinted, his face 

was hard to see from the glare of  the revolv-
ing  lights from his cruiser. I recognized him, 
the son of  one of  the elders at my church. 
His name was Adam. 

“Lovely night tonight isn’t it, Adam?” I 
said, pretending to be someone else. Someone 
who was substantially less drunk. I contorted 
my face into the best impression of  a smile 
I could muster. He didn’t seem to notice the 
facade, which I thought boded well for my 
acting skills.

“Mr. Toldo, you look like hell.”
“Fell down a flight of  stairs at presbytery. 

I’m actually just getting back. Six hour round 
trip in one day.” If  he was suspicious of  a lie, 
his expression did not betray it.

His eyes swept the interior of  my white 
Chevy S-10, its suave velour interior. 

“Mr. Toldo, this is a 45 and you’re going 15.”
“It’s been a long drive, Adam.”
“If  you’ll just stay here a moment.”  

He walked back to his car. 

I laid my head back. I wanted to see if  I 
could pick out the whip-poor-wills against  
the night’s cacophony.

I hadn’t heard them since Dad died about 
a year ago. My room as a child had been directly 
above the back porch, this meant I could tell 
when dad couldn’t sleep by the metallic coo 
of  his rusty metal chair rocking back and 
forth. He had said that it was given to him  
by his Daddy. That same chair sat on my 
back porch at home, despite Beth’s protest. 

I would walk downstairs when I knew 
I was supposed to be sleeping and sit next 
to him. He never got mad at me. He often 
wouldn’t say a word. He would just smoke 
his cigarette and stare out at our back yard.

“You hear that sound, son?” He said one 
night, breaking the stillness between us.

I nodded, knowing he couldn’t really see 
me in the pitch dark.

“Those are the whip-poor-wills calling up 
the sun,” he continued, not seeming to care 
if  I had actually heard or not. “If  they didn’t 
do that every night, it wouldn’t know when it 
was meant to stop hiding.”
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It had seemed vitally important at the 
time that I hear them. That if  I didn’t it 
meant the sun wouldn’t come up the next 
day. I think all the birds may have left with 
dad. Perhaps he had been the only thing 
remaining that kept them anchored to the 
earth and when he died they just floated off  
into space. I could believe it. Dad was less 
of  a human and more like an ancient deity 
who kept things moving the right way in the 
world.  Ever since he died seemed like all 
rhythm had left. Steps didn’t fall in the right 
places. The light and the shadows intermin-
gled. God was no longer just, but vindictive.

Adam walked back to my truck, but didn’t 
lean in. A part of  me hoped he had some bad  
news for me in the form of  a breathalyzer.

“How’s your Daddy?” I asked him, noting 
with slight disappointment the emptiness  
of  his hands.

“Been a minute since we talked,  
you probably know more than I do.”

“Why’s that?” 
“Couldn’t tell you a reason, just been busy. 

He’s busy too, the concrete business never 
slows, you know. Not for nothing.”

“Nothing slows for anything these  
days, it seems.” 

Adam nodded. “I’ll let you go, but pick up the  
pace a little bit. Driving slow is as bad as driving 
too fast, you know.” he said. “Get home safe.” 

“Come visit us at church some time. I 
know your momma would love that.” 

“Maybe this Sunday. I’ll talk to the old 
lady about it.”

“Take care,” I told him as he walked back 
to his patrol car. When people said, “maybe 
this Sunday,” it usually meant tentatively any 
Sunday in between now and the next year 
and a half. In truth, I didn’t care whether I 
ever saw him again or not.

I wiped the blood out of  my eyes as I 
passed the church on the way home. We had 
just put a new LED sign out front. One of  
the elders, who just happened to own a LED 
sign business had said that a business wasn’t 
a business unless it had the proper signage, 
and if  there was a way for a church to suc-
ceed it was as a business. This was the same 
man who held a community group, the mot-
to of  which was “Witnessing for the blind.” 

This idea of  church as product, and con-
gregates as consumers, was a sentiment many 

of  the other elders seemed to share. Tonight 
the sign read: “Is your soul TRULY on FIRE 
for the LORD?” I had said in seminary that 
my presence at a church and any of  those signs 
would be mutually exclusive. I don’t have such  
convictions these days. I couldn’t point fingers, 
I hadn’t preached an original sermon in years.

We had been at our current church for three 
years when Beth and I decided that having a 
kid would right the ship, add some missing  
permanence to our coexistence. It was the night 
Jack was born that I started having the dreams. 
I would be strung up on a cross and left for 
days by my congregation, sometimes they 
burned me alive. Sometimes they burned my  
wife and infant son and made me watch. Some- 
times I was the one pouring the lighter fluid 
and scraping the match against the matchbox. 
They were sharp and constant images, every 
night for those 13 years.

I pulled into our driveway, the light of  the 
television flashed intermittently through our 
living room window. I gave myself  another 
cursory glance into the rearview window. My 
hair was greasy with blood. The pain drilling 
in my side made me want to spring up and 
cry out and roll around in the grass. I dread-
ed the conversation that I knew awaited me 
inside. Since the affair Beth and I hadn’t 
talked. Well we talked, but not really. About 
maintenance, who was taking Jack to school, 
when we needed to attend family birthdays. 
In honesty, the thing I dreaded most was 
that there might not be a conversation, that 
she would see my ruined face and she would 
wordlessly turn her attention back to the 
television. I would prefer any amount of  
scolding to avoid that pit.

When I was 13, my older brother Tim got 
caught up with the cops for giving blowjobs 
out behind the Valero on the Highway Five 
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for 20 dollars a pop. Dad was drunk, had al-
ready been looking for someone to hit when 
the cops knocked on the door. He beat Tim 
bad, so bad that he had to be carried back to 
his room. We thought Dad might have killed 
his brain. He eventually woke up again.

Tim killed himself  one week later. The 
note had only three words: Love you, Mom. 
The week before his suicide he had acted  
normal, was even cracking jokes about the 
whole thing. He would say that he was so good 
that every gay Tom, 
Dick, and Harry in 
town came to visit him, 
especially the dicks. Tim 
would always bring home 
Coca-Cola for me. It was 
my favorite drink, but Ma 
always said we couldn’t 
afford it. 

“If  we can afford that 
pisswater for him, who’s 
nothin but shit,” he told 
me, “then we can defi-
nitely afford your Coke, 
cause you are nothing 
but the shit.” If  I had known where he was 
getting the money I might have asked him 
to not bring them home anymore. 

Ma is the one who found him. He had 
hanged himself  off  of  the top bunk with 
a belt in the bedroom we shared. I had just 
gotten home from school. She was screaming 
her head off. Dad was passed out on the couch.

I spent a lot of  time as an adult wonder-
ing what Tim would’ve been like. In a way, it 
has affected me more as an adult than it did 
as a kid. Don’t get me wrong, I cried at his 
funeral. I missed him. But now I feel guilty.  
I often wonder if  it had been an act of  rebel-
lion or an act of  submission. I figured it 
 was in reality an act of  violence.  

He was the first person who tried to save 
me. I had needed to give him back more 
than what Dad’s beating took away. I should 
have seen the change that only occurs when 
one has been shelling out parts of  their 
soul in exchange for cash in the dim light 
of  the parking lot of  some Valero. I knew I 
never had anything I could give Tim that he 
would take, though. Even if  he would have, I 
wouldn’t have near enough to cover his defi-
cit. To save his dying soul without in some 

way sacrificing my own. I would do it now  
in a heartbeat, but at twelve years old, my 
soul had still been worth something to me. 

I stumbled in the front door. Beth was  
sitting on our couch. A glass of  what looked 
like wine was on the table. She didn’t seem 
to notice me.  The only light in the room 

came from a television 
on the wall. Some movie 
with Tommy Lee Jones 
was on. The volume was 
too loud. I just stood 
there for a moment and 
watched. Tommy seemed 
to be in the role of  a 
lawman of  some kind. 
He was in the middle of  
some conversation with a 
man in a wheelchair. The 
man in the wheelchair 
had apparently at some 
point been a sheriff  too. 

They were talking about some criminal who 
the man in the wheelchair had put in prison. 
I stood silently there for about a minute. It 
had been a while since we watched a movie 
together. Beth muted the television when  
she finally noticed me.

“How long have you been standing there?” 
She asked.

“A minute.”  I kept my gaze directed to-
ward the television. “What are you watching?”

“Just some movie I found.” She stood up 
and stretched. She turned on the light switch. 
She was wearing a white summer dress. I 
turned my face away, but was too late. I 
heard her inhale sharply. “Jesus, come here.” I 
let out a small sigh, and made my way to her. 
I shored up my defenses in preparation for 
the scolding that I was certain would come. 
She didn’t say anything for a few seconds,  
just looked at my face.

“Come.” She pulled me by my arm and sat 
me down at a chair by our dining room table. 
She went over to the sink and ran water over a 
washcloth. She came back and started lightly 
dabbing at my face with the washcloth. The 
sting felt good. She had this somber, but 
somehow humorful expression when she 

“Perhaps he had been 
the only thing remain-
ing that kept them anch- 
ored to the earth and 
when he died they just  
floated off into space.”
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took care of  someone. This half  grin that 
put her dimples on display and at the same  
time she would crease her thin eyebrows. 

Beth was still in nursing school when 
we met. After Tyra left I took a year off  of  
college and went home to work with my dad 
laying sheetrock and painting houses. Her 
parents needed their living room repainted, 
and Beth was already home for the summer.

She had walked up while I was painting 
a wall with a roller. “You’re doing it wrong,” 
she said. “Give me that.” 

“Sure, I could use a break.” I dropped the 
roller into the paint pan, causing blue paint 
to splatter on her jeans.

“You ass,” she said. I shrugged in response. 
“Come here.” I walked over and braced myself  
to get hit or yelled at. “Grab the roller and 
give me your hand.” I grinned and grabbed the 
roller with my left hand and tried hold her 
hand with my right, but she swatted it away.

“Like this?”
“No, give me the hand with the roller.”
“Oh, I see,” I said, feigning understanding. 

She pretended to not hear me.
“Now, look,” she said, moving the roller 

vertically. “It doesn’t leave streaks if  you  
do it like this. The way you were doing it,  
it leaves streaks that look like shit.” 

“Is that right?” We stood there for a  
while, me letting her guide my hand. 

“I like the way the paint looks on the  
skin of  your hands,” I said.

She looked stunned for a moment, and 
I got worried. Then she smiled — the first 
time I saw those dimples — and my worry 
dissipated. “Could you teach me more?”

Beth had taken a couple of  root beers 
out of  the fridge.

“All we have to eat is fried chicken.  
I can heat it up.”

“No need, I can eat it cold.” 
“Suit yourself.” She came back to the table 

and sat down. She put down the singular 
plate between us and popped the caps off  
the bottles and handed one to me. Then she 
started at my face again with the washcloth.

“This cut is going to need stitches you 
know.” She looked straight into my eyes, 

then back at the television, there was some 
sort of  gunfight scene going.

“I know.” I said. “What were you all 
dressed up for so late?”

“I just wanted to look cute for a bit,” she 
said. “It’s been a while since I felt pretty.”

“It hasn’t been long since I thought you 
were.” She showed her dimples.

“Honestly, I’ve had a hard time  
sleeping lately.” 

“I hadn’t noticed,” I replied.
Woody Harrelson looked like he was being 
questioned on the wrong side of  a shotgun.

“Which of  us was meant to save the other?”  
I asked, surprised at my own sudden candor. 
She gave me a blank look for a 
 moment, then sighed.

“I thought that I might be saving you,” 
she said. “Now that seems silly.”

“You did save me.” 
“Lot of  good it did us.” I wanted to come up 
with a reason, a way to fix where we were. It 
felt like if  I didn’t come up with something 
now, I never would. She looked at me with 
urgency, she sounded defeated.

I ended up thinking of  my mom and dad. 
It became clear that the men in my family 
were haunted, may have been for generations. 
Something ate at us. It consumed Tim. It re- 
cruited my dad into its ranks. I don’t think he 
knew it did. Somewhere along the way the dark-
ness slipped in. And he dealt with it the only  
way he knew how. He tried to lock it away. 
Mom was never let in. My heart softened 
then. I thought that it might be time to try  
something new.

The chicken was still as of  yet untouched. 
I stood up and wrapped my arms around 
Beth’s waist, pulling her in tight and laying  
my head face down on her shoulder. She 
seemed unsure for a moment, not really re-
ciprocating, her hands up in the air, but then 
she hugged me back, dropping the washcloth. 
We stood there like that, she dragged her 
hands up and down my back.  When I pulled 
back, I wiped a tear from my eye and rubbed 
my nose, she made a similar gesture. 

“It’s so hard to sleep without you,” she 
said. “I’m not sure I could do it.”

I nodded.
“I need to take a shower, and I’ll be right 

back.” I could feel the vibration of  my heart-
beat through my shirt.
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“I bled on you.” I said, nodding toward  
the golf  ball sized stain on her shoulder.

I was scared to sleep so I decided to go sit 
on our back porch. My dad’s old chair was 
displayed for all to see at the top of  the 
porch steps. I rocked back and forth, letting 
the chair voice its age old aches. I stopped 
rocking when I heard the emanating whirrr, 
phurr wheeee of  the whip-poor-wills. I let 
their beckoning fill the night air without hin-
drance from me. Something inside me loos-
ened. My shoulders, which I hadn’t been aware 

that I was holding up, relaxed. I listened. I 
listened for an uncertain amount of  time. 

“Honey,” I heard Beth’s voice behind me.  
“Listen to them, Beth,” I said. “Just listen. 

Come here.” She stood beside my chair. I 
took her hand, and pulled her onto my lap. 
She rested her head on my shoulder. 

“I think my dad was wrong,” I said.
“About what?”

“He said that the whip-poor-wills were calling 
up the sun, that they beckoned the sun to 
rise. I think he was wrong.”

She didn’t respond, so I continued.
“I don’t think they’re calling the sun. They’re  

telling the moon and the stars that it would 
be okay to stick around just a little bit longer.”

Briana Lo Russo,  Bl issfu l  Ignorance
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Dearly Beloved
By Jen Galvao

A ll the highways looked the same  
and I could not read the map, so  
I marked distance by crackles in  

the radio. When Dolly Parton faded into  
static, we listened to a man yell about the 
Lord on WSOF: the Wonderful Sounds of  
Faith! The Lord would not protect those 
who were asleep. In the backseat, my sister 
Charlie slept with her mouth open. The  
radio lapsed into fuzz.

“We’re too far from the station,” Mom 
explained. “The sound can’t reach us.”

Her peach-painted fingernails moved  
on the dial, turning and tuning until crack- 
le gave way to tinny advertisement jingle.  
I paged through a book of  maps until  
Mom got sick of  the noise and told me to  
stop. Eventually, the mountains got in the  
way and there was no radio at all. We  
drove in silence. 

The way I remember it — pulling down  
the dirt driveway, Daddy waving to us from  
the porch of  our old house — Mom never  
got out of  the car. 

She said, “Oh, god, he’s got a stupid little 
beard,” and then she didn’t say anything 
else. Charlie and I flung ourselves from the 
car, crashing into Daddy. Mom stayed where 
she was behind the wheel, poised to leave.  
I could be remembering wrong. 

There is a picture from that day of   
Charlie and Daddy and me on the porch. 
Chris and kids, 1981. I’m wearing my new red 
sneakers — a present for my seventh birthday 
— even though Mom said they’d get ruined 
in all that dust. In the bottom corner of  the 
photo is a smudge between porch rails that I 
can convince myself  is That Cat, if  I strain. 
I have spent a lot of  time squinting, giving 
shape to smudge, turning silence significant. 
I remember wrong.

Mom must have gotten out of  the car to 
take that photograph. She probably stayed for  
dinner. I can’t remember; she didn’t exist so 
much next to Daddy. In the photo, he stands 
in the middle of  the porch with a hand on my  
head. His stupid beard obscures his mouth. 
He might be smiling. He might be scowling. 

In the photograph, Charlie grins big at 

the camera, gap-toothed. I am turned, staring 
up at my father in my new red sneakers. 

After he accompanied a funeral, Daddy 
allowed himself  a cigarette. He kept a pack 
of  Camels in his glove compartment. As we 
drove home, he would take one hand off  
the wheel, hold it out flat. It was my job to 
retrieve the box and tap out a cigarette. 

Then he would say, “Never start smoking, 
Christopher. Not even once.”

I would say solemnly, “Not even once,” 
and he would nod, put the cigarette in his 
mouth with a quiet scritch of  paper against 
beard. He wouldn’t light up until we got home  
and Charlie and I went out back to play. Then  
he would sit on our front step and smoke.

I don’t remember our first funeral of  the 
summer except for the drive home. Daddy 
was pissed that I was crying and trying not to 
show it. When he elbowed me playfully, too 
rough, I shrank away. 

“Cheer up,” he said. “At least it was crowd-
ed. The only thing sadder than a crowded 
funeral is one where nobody shows.”

I put my forehead to the rattling window. 
“A funeral for a baby,” said Charlie from 

the backseat. She was five with legs too short 
to fold over the seat, sticking out straight. I 
could see gum glued to her sole. She should 
have been in a car seat, but Daddy never  
forced her. As a compromise she wore two 
seatbelts, crisscrossing her torso like a ban-
dolier from a cowboy movie. Between her 
legs she cradled Daddy’s violin case — smaller 
than her, but only just.

“What’s that, Charlotte?” Daddy looked 
back at her, dust-colored eyebrows crinkling. 
His beard was redder than the rest of  his 
hair and patchy. There were bare spots of  
light, freckled skin by his ears, under his chin. 

“Funeral for a baby,” Charlie said louder, 
“would be sadder.” 

“Could be,” he agreed, grave. He always 
talked to us like we were adults. I could never  
picture him as a child, just as I cannot 
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picture him as an old man. He might have 
always been this way, browned and shabby 
and upright, with a cigarette in his mouth. 
“You done crying, Christopher?” 

I wasn’t, really, but he wasn’t asking, really. 
I sat up, mumbled, “Yeah.” 

“Good,” said Daddy. “Funerals aren’t so 
sad. We did a good thing today.”

“Yes, sir.” 
“A funeral for Jesus,” said Charlie. “Bet 

they were sad when Jesus died.”
“He came back,” I disagreed. I knew this 

story well; Grandma was always talking about 
Jesus like he was a relation. 

“But they didn’t know 
he was gonna do that.” 

Daddy laughed 
like he always did when 
Charlie won an argument. 
I pretended not to mind.

When we got home 
I sat on the porch and 
felt sorry for myself. 
That Cat came and sat  
next to me, digging her claws into my 
scratchy funeral pants. That Cat loved me 
best, anyway. She was big and ugly with a 
torn-up ear, a comfortable weight on my lap.

“Careful that thing don’t ruin your good 
pants,” Daddy said when he came out to smoke.

That Cat fixed Daddy with a resentful stare. 
He glared right back. That Cat had started 
coming around after Mom moved us up to 
Connecticut, and Daddy said she wouldn’t 
leave no matter how mean he treated her. 
Daddy didn’t like how That Cat slept under 
the truck and killed birds for fun. That Cat 
didn’t like how Daddy thought he was in charge. 

Daddy blew smoke towards the road. The 
sun was going down. It was hot, I think. It 
was always hot that June. I can’t remember 
a single day of  rain, just a warm and endless 
drone of  bees in the crabapple trees. The air 
swam thick with specks — pollen or dust or 
lightning bugs. 

“You mad at me?” He was amused at the 
idea. I pinched my mouth tight. 

“No, sir.”
“Thought so,” said Daddy, exhaling a laugh. 
I watched his back move. He was not a 

big man, but he held his shoulders square, 
bare feet on the worn wood porch. He had 
hair on his toes. That Cat dug her claws into 

my lap again, too sharp. I pushed her off  and 
she sulked away, tail rigid with indignation. 
We watched her go. 

“I cried at my first funeral, too,” Daddy 
said unexpectedly. He blew out cigarette 
smoke. It didn’t smell like rat poison, like 
my teacher talked about. It smelled like the 
back of  Daddy’s closet, if  you hid behind 
his winter jacket and flannels and the boxes 
of  Mom’s stuff  that hadn’t fit in Grandpa’s 
truck. “But you can’t go around feeling other 
people’s sadness all the time. It’d get too 
heavy. We give folks some comfort this way. 

Music’s good like that.”
I said, “Yes, sir.” 
I was done crying for 

real. Daddy had given me a  
bit of  himself  and I held it  
greedily, tucked into my cheek 
where it could melt slowly. 

When Daddy finished 
his cigarette, he took up his 
violin. At the first frenzy of  
notes, Charlie came running 

around the house, muddy to her knees with 
cupped, wet hands. I shrank back as she pro-
duced a toad, a silent movie of  squeamish. We 
didn’t like to talk when Daddy played the violin, 
in case we frightened then music away. 

She tipped the toad into my hands and 
I tried not to grimace. If  I made a big show 
of  yuck, Daddy would tell me to toughen up. 
He was always saying that — grow some 
thicker skin, Christopher — and I didn’t 
want to spoil this warm night. I held the toad 
very still, its pulse beating wildly against my 
fingers. I was sorry for it, sorrier for myself. 

Charlie moved to watch Daddy’s hands. 
He was playing something quiet and deep, so 
pretty it could make you cry — warm fuzzy 
notes that lingered in the hot night air like 
dust. It seemed to me we could pop each 
note like a soap bubble if  we tried. My hands 
were warm. The toad was peeing. 

After my first funeral, I did not cry. I learned 
to stand stiff  and stoic in a scratchy black 
suit, too short around the wrists. Dad said 
he’d buy me a new suit when we came to stay 
next summer. He bought Charlie a new pair 

“I  held the toad very 
st i l l ,  i ts  pulse beat-
ing wi ld ly  against 
my f ingers .”



The Susquehanna Review

21

of  funeral shoes as soon as she complained 
that her toes pinched. I thought this was 
unfair. Daddy only looked at me, fair lashes 
over hard eyes.

“Your shoes pinching you, Christopher?”
“No,” I said, shrinking. I held out my 

arm as a final defense, exposing fat wrists 
so unlike my father’s bony, deliberate hands. 
Daddy blinked down. 

“Those sleeves hurt?”
“No,” I said again, understanding I had 

lost. Daddy nodded like he knew it, too. 
Charlie wore her new shoes out of  the store. 

Playing the violin at funerals was not 
Daddy’s real job. Most of  the year, he taught 
algebra and music at the Duval County high 
school, but in the summer he let his hair 
grow over the tops of  his ears and only wore 
a tie for funerals. I did not like the funerals, 
but I loved my father. I liked riding in the 
passenger seat and fiddling with the radio, 
fishing for an elusive classical music station 
between waves of  static and burbling country. 

Daddy always wrinkled his nose at coun-
try music, so Charlie and I did, too. As he 
drove, he would tell us about Bach and Bee-
thoven, who we learned about in school, and 
Tchaikovsky, who we hadn’t. Daddy said that 
was because Tchaikovsky was a Russian and 
a queer. I watched his hands twitch on the 
wheel in time with the string instruments. 

“What’s queer?” Charlie asked. 
“A homosexual,” Daddy said. “Quiet for 

this next part.”
We went quiet. Even the truck seemed 

to rattle less violently, out of  respect for the 
tremulous violins and the private way Daddy’s 
mouth turned up at the corners. Another 
silence that I have tried to give shape to. We 
loved him so frightfully. We never asked the 
right questions.

The best kind of  funerals were for old 
people with big families, standing around in 
comforting clumps and singing along when 
Daddy played Amazing Grace and the song 
about how the Lord was a shepherd. Those 
were the nicest funerals because afterwards 
folks would come over to ask me and Charlie 
if  we were proud of  our talented daddy, and 
sometimes to slip us a dollar. Daddy said it 
was okay to take the money, so long as it was 
offered freely. We were not allowed to ask. 

Church was an interesting place to be. It 

was hard to be quiet, but there was lots of  
standing and kneeling and sitting in unison 
which I liked. I took a solemn thrill in the 
big, circular words — as it was in the begin-
ning, is now, ever shall be. 

When the priest said “Let us pray” and 
everyone put forehead to fist, I peeked through 
lowered lids like a spy. Next to me, Charlie’s  
eyes were screwed shut, grubby thumb in mouth. 
Daddy had his head bowed, but his eyes were 
open. He winked at me and I grinned back, 
rejoicing in this secret moment.

There were no baseball games on television 
that June because the MLB was on strike, and 
everything on the news was about the twen-
ty-eight children who’d been murdered in 
Atlanta. Five homosexual men in California 
were found with a rare form of  pneumonia. A 
gunman held hostages in the Atlanta Federal 
Building. Charlie and I watched the nightly 
news from beginning to end without real in-
terest or fear, waiting for the cowboy movies. 

As long we sat quiet, Daddy let us stay up 
to watch Clint Eastwood and Kenny Rogers 
shoot ‘em up. I watched without breathing, 
a hand thumbing along my jaw, longing for 
stubble and grit, trying to hold my mouth 
loose and knocked off-center like a cowboy. 
Afterwards Charlie and I would stalk around 
the bathroom bowlegged, growling “killin’s too 
good for you” through mouthfuls of  toothpaste. 

Mom phoned every Monday night to ask 
if  we were bathing and drinking our milk. I 
missed her, but found these calls tiresome. 
She always interrupted the cowboy shows. 
Charlie and I would crowd around the receiv-
er, jostling to tell any stories we had accumu-
lated that week; That Cat had fought a skunk 
and Charlie had found an Indian arrowhead 
and Daddy had killed a rattlesnake with a 
shovel. Charlie told the stories better, but I 
told them more truthfully, and so each was 
never content with the other’s telling. 

We did not tell her about the funerals. I don’t 
think we made this agreement aloud, but Charlie 
and I wanted Daddy to ourselves — his stupid 
beard and his neck bruised violet from the 
violin and his quiet, still face when he played 
Amazing Grace. A summer was not long enough.
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The worst kind of  funerals were for 
children. No one sang. Everyone cried, even 
the grown-ups. The worst part was watching 
Daddy get awkward and choked-up, trying to 
refuse payment from the mourning family. 

Or maybe the worst part was when he 
eventually caved and took the money. He was 
always remote, far away from everyone else, 
but that distance became most pronounced 
and wrong when he shoved a fold of  bills 
into a pocket and slouched back to the truck. 

Daddy maintained that the worst funerals 
were empty. Charlie and I didn’t mind those 
so much, except that they were boring. Daddy 
would play every single song, even if  there 
were only five mourners, even if  we were the 
only ones. After our first empty funeral, he 
made us kneel quietly 
and when I peeked over 
my knuckles, his eyes 
were closed. I don’t 
think he was praying.  
I don’t think he be-
lieved in God.

“How come you 
played all the songs?” 
I asked on the drive 
home. “Nobody  
heard except us.”

“Dead people can 
hear music,” Charlie 
said. Her arm was in a 
sling from falling out of  a tree in the back-
yard — another thing we did not tell Mom 
— so she had the violin clamped between 
her knees for safe-keeping. 

Daddy laughed. I never liked when he 
laughed at me, but the way he laughed at 
Charlie was different. Appreciative.  
I raised my voice:

“How come nobody came, though?”  
Daddy’s hand was on the radio dial, 

turning. 
He said, “Sometimes people live the 

wrong way or they die the wrong way.  
Folks don’t like to look too close.”

“You couldn’t see, anyhow,” Charlie said. 
“There was a lid.”

“Pretty stupid of  them,” Daddy agreed. 
He looked sideways at me and his expression 
went serious. “I like to think someone’ll do 
the same for me when I go, Christopher. 
Death’s not so sad as loneliness.”

After a summer of  funerals, I was not 
afraid of  death. The thought of  Daddy dying 
wasn’t frightening, just odd. He was young 
for a father. Even under his scruffy beard, 
his face was youthful and fine-boned. 

“You don’t think nobody will come  
to your funeral, Daddy?” 

“Anybody,” Daddy corrected. 
“Of  course people will come,” I told 

Charlie, but I was already remembering that 
Daddy didn’t talk about his family and he wasn’t 
friends with the other men in town, not really. 

“Remote,” Mom called Daddy on the first  
long drive to Connecticut after Grandpa picked 
us up and helped pack all our stuff  into the 
truck. Mom must have thought we were both  
asleep because she smoked a cigarette out 

the window and when she  
was finished she said, 
“What else was I supposed 
to do, Dad?” 

And Grandpa said he 
didn’t know, but that he 
was sure she’d done her 
best with a bad situation. 
It was not decent, he said. 
Unnatural. 

“Well I hope you two 
will be there,” said Daddy 
lightly. The car bumped 
down the dirt driveway. 
I should have felt sad or 

confused by his separateness. But instead, 
stomach jolting with the car, I felt a surge 
of  pride for my young and talented daddy, 
dust-colored and hard to touch. 

“I’ll die the same time as you, Daddy,”  
I promised. 

“And me!” said Charlie, offended. 
“It’s a deal,” Daddy agreed. He laughed, 

reached over and squeezed my shoulder softly. 
On Independence Day, Daddy let us pour 

root beer into ice cube trays to freeze solid. 
We ate sweet, amber ice on the front porch 
until we were sticky between our fingers, 
and I didn’t dare complain about stickiness 
with Daddy so good-humored. We washed 
our hands under the garden hose and then 
Daddy chased us around the yard, spraying 
our heels and laughing when Charlie skidded 
on her butt in the wet grass. 

The neighbors set off  fireworks. Charlie 
begged and begged Daddy to buy fireworks, 

“Daddy had h is  head 
bowed,  but  
his eyes were open. 
He winked at  me 
and I grinned back,  
re jo ic ing  in  th i s  
secret  moment .”
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but for once he did not cave to her. “No kid 
of  mine is getting their hand blown off  like 
some fuckin’ redneck,” he said. Instead, we 
sat on the porch and watched scattered fire-
works over the trees, feeling the boom rattle 
our teeth. Daddy played Grand Ole Flag on 
the violin and Charlie and I sang along. 

Charlie picked up her popsicle stick, 
stained red and blue, to read the joke printed 
on the back. It took her a long time to sound 
out the words. Waiting was agony, but Daddy 
said it was important that Charlie learned to 
read for herself. I was not allowed to interrupt. 

“What…do…t-tr-trees like to dr-i-nk?”
Daddy latched his violin case while he 

thought. Charlie and I eagerly watched his 
fair eyebrows furrow. I don’t think we ever 
stopped wondering over him, our young and 
talented daddy who could play any song and 
answer any riddle. 

“Root beer,” he said, deliberate and deci-
sive. I read the answer over Charlie’s shoul-
der, too excited to wait. 

“Root beer!” 
“Heyyy,” Charlie’s mouth got big with out-
rage. “It was my turn!”

“Chris,” said Daddy like a warning. 
“She takes too long,” I said, guilty.  

“It’s not funny if  you read so slow.”
“Charlie’s reading real good. Tell her 

you’re sorry.”
“It’s just a dumb popsicle.”
“Chris.”
“Sorry, Charlie,” I mumbled, shamed  

and hot-eyed. 
Overhead there was a big burst of  red 

sparks, but I didn’t feel like watching any-
more. I put my forehead on my knees.

That Cat was frightened by the fireworks. 
A big yellow one boomed overhead and That 
Cat took off  running. Charlie and Daddy 
laughed at the sight of  her, but I felt sorry 
and followed That Cat around the house to 
peer beneath Daddy’s truck. She hissed when  
I reached a hand into the dark. I was stung 
by the rejection, afraid of  being scratched.  
I went back to the porch.

Daddy and Charlie were having too much 
fun to pay my foul mood any mind. When Daddy 
offered me a popsicle, I shook my head nastily. 

“Grape is the worst flavor.” He looked 
annoyed for a second. Then he laughed, 
jostled me.

“Can’t we make peace, Christopher? Let’s 
air our grievances.”

I didn’t know what this meant, but I knew 
he was making fun. My silence would not hold. 

“You like Charlie best and it’s not fair. 
You like her better’n me.” 

“I do?” he asked, still teasing. 
“I’m not fooling. Stop fooling.” He 

stopped smiling. 
“Okay, no fooling. You want me to treat 

you like an adult or a child, Christopher? 
Which is it?”

I didn’t know. My fingers were sticky with 
soda. My hands felt webbed and clumsy. 

“Look,” Daddy said. “You want to read 
me a riddle? You want me to send you to bed?”

I wanted to wash my hands. I wanted 
him to laugh like I’d said something clever.  
I shook my head. 

“No, thank you.”
Dad laughed, swore to himself, and went to 
chase Charlie with the hose. I understood I was 
being ignored. The night was spoiled and ev-
erything had gone thick and sticky and terrible. 

I went to hide in the shed so I could cry 
without Daddy getting pissed. I fell asleep  
in there, wedged between a lawn chair and a  
half-deflated pool floatie, waiting for some-
one to miss me and come looking. I woke to  
a stiff  neck and root beer dried candy-sticky 
to my legs. It was morning. 

Charlie looked up when I came inside, 
sticky and itchy and shamed. She was eating 
cereal and dribbling milk on her cast, watch-
ing me with interest. I poured cereal and 
ignored her. 

“Daddy knew you were in the shed,” 
Charlie said.  

“Nuh-uh.”
“Yep. He said.”

“Why didn’t you come get me, then?” 
She shrugged. “He said you’d come back 

when you were through being a baby.”
I was angry to be so understood. I think 

I might have gone back into that shed or run 
away for real just to prove him wrong, but 
then Daddy came into the kitchen, dressed 
for a funeral. 

“Good sleep, Christopher?”
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“He was in the shed,” said Charlie 
 traitorously. “You were right.”

Daddy didn’t gloat. He poured himself  
some coffee.

“Both of  you need to shower. We’ve got 
a funeral.”

“I’m not going.”
Daddy didn’t look startled. I think that 

was all I wanted, really — to make him look  
at me twice, to reconsider. But he sat down 
at the table and handed Charlie a napkin, 
spoke without turning his eyes toward me.

“You gonna punish some dead person 
‘cause you’re mad at me, Christopher?”

“No,” I said, “but I’m not going.”
“Well, okay then.” He sipped his coffee. 
“Mom wouldn’t think it’s right,” I said 

loudly, unable to let it go. Wanting to be 
looked at. “If  she knew you were letting us 
come along. We’re too young for funerals.”

He finally turned and looked at me. Even 
so, his voice was friendly 
and pleasant, all the hard 
edges sanded off, all the 
vowels slow and southern. 

“You with your mother 
right now, Christopher?” 

I looked away. As des-
perately as I craved my 
father’s attention, I didn’t 
want it once I had it. 
Charlie was looking at me 
across the table, dribbling 
milk on her cast, eyes big 
like she was surprised. I did not feel better to 
be surprising. I felt reckless and sore and sticky.
“Bet Mom’d be mad if  she knew Charlie got 
her arm broke. We’re not allowed to climb trees.”

“Well, shit,” said Daddy pleasantly, “good 
thing you’re here to tell me the rules, Chris-
topher. Anything else I’m doing wrong, since 
we’re talking? Any other ways I’m failing you 
as a father?”

I thought, suddenly, of  that long ride 
in Grandpa’s truck, tucked between boxes, 
pretending to sleep while Mom cried in the 
front seat. Daddy had stood on the porch 
and smoked a cigarette and watched while 
we packed the car, but he didn’t say not to 
go. The trunk had been so full of  boxes I 
couldn’t see out the back window, no matter 
how I craned for a last look. But now I was 
certain that Daddy had not even waited ‘til 

we were down the driveway to turn and go 
inside. He had not even lifted a hand to 
wave. He was far away, untouchable, in a 
place I could not ever reach. 

But I could not say that. My face burned. 
I whispered, “No, sir.”

Daddy was already standing, splashing 
coffee into the sink, saying, “You two better 
stay here and call your mom while I’m gone. 
Bet she’ll be here by dinner if  you cry on the 
phone, Christopher.”

His voice was still friendly, but he slammed 
the door real hard on his way out and then I 
could see him through the kitchen window, 
standing on the porch with his shoulders 
hunched all angry, lighting up a cigarette. 

“Chris,” said Charlie in a horrified whisper. 
She was muffled by the noise of  the truck 
rattling to life outside. I found that I could 
not cry. Something mean and evil had gotten 
inside my throat and it wouldn’t let me cry. 

“Shut up,” I told her, 
and maybe I would have 
said worse, only then the 
front door slammed back 
open and Daddy was in the 
kitchen, pouring smoke 
from his open mouth. 

“Christopher —”
For a second I 

thought he was back to 
yell some more. Maybe he 
was going to hit me, the 
way other dads did when 

they got angry. But he didn’t say anything 
else and I saw that his eyes were wet. 

“I didn’t see it,” he said. He swore, touched 
his neck. “I didn’t know — the stupid thing 
must’ve been asleep under the wheel.” 

We buried That Cat in a cardboard box in 
the sunniest corner of  the yard. Daddy dug 
the hole. Charlie and I sat on the back step 
and watched sweat bloom across his back, 
turning his t-shirt dark. 

I cried. Charlie scratched at her shin, 
aflame with poison ivy, and sniffled.

“He didn’t mean to,” she said. 
I knew that, but it didn’t change anything.  

“Daddy went and checked on you in the 

“Maybe he was  
going to hit  me,  
the  way  other  
dads did when  
they got angry.”
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shed,” she said. “I heard him go last  
night and peek.” 

Carpenter bees had left the porch steps 
pocked and scarred. I poked my finger 
through a knothole. Charlie put her thumb  
in her mouth and went inside. She came back 
in her funeral dress and her new shiny shoes 
and her white lacy socks. It felt like the right 
thing to do. Usually I resented her for the 
easy way she always did the right thing, but I 
was grateful then. I found my funeral suit. 

Once the hole was big enough, Daddy 
threw down his shovel. He wiped his face 
on his shirt as he crossed the yard, stopping 
short at the back step. He took in Charlie’s 
shiny shoes, my too-short cuffs. His face 
crumpled for half  a second. 

“Let me change,” he said. He came back 
with his violin and his best funeral suit. 

We had a moment of  
silence as Daddy lowered 
a shoebox into the hole 
and covered it with dirt. 
Charlie put a bundle of  
wildflowers onto the 
mound. Daddy winced. 

“That’s a lot of  poison 
ivy, Charlotte,” he said, 
but he hugged her to his side. He looked at 
me. I ducked my head so he wouldn’t see  
me crying. “You want to say anything?”

I did, but I was afraid my voice would be-
tray tears. I did not want to be told to toughen 
up. I shook my head and stared at my feet, at 
my hands hanging stupidly from too-short sleeves. 

“We should say a prayer,” Charlie said. 
“Okay,” said Daddy. He hesitated. 
“Dear God,” Charlie prompted. Daddy 

grimaced.
“Dear God, I tell you what, That Cat lived a  

good life. She killed the chipmunks and ate the 
garbage and lived like a king. And the fact that 
we’re here today shows that she was loved. Amen.”

“One time she killed a bunny, Dear God,” 
Charlie added anxiously. “But I don’t think 
she meant to, so please don’t punish her. Really 
she was a good cat, even though she scratched.”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Daddy. He 
looked at me. “Chris?”

I shook my head. Daddy unlatched his 
violin case. He played Amazing Grace and 
the one about the Lord being a Shepherd 
and then he played Grand Ole Flag because 

Charlie insisted it was That Cat’s favorite. We 
sang along to the words we knew. And that 
was the end of  the funeral. 

Daddy took Charlie inside to put lotion 
on her poison ivy. He said maybe we should 
call Mom tonight. Maybe a whole summer 
was too long for us to be away. But first we 
could have pancakes for dinner, a special 
treat. He looked at me. 

“You can help me flip them.”
“No, thank you,” I told him, but polite so 

I wouldn’t hurt his feelings. 
I waited until he and Charlie went inside. 

Then I got some nice, flat rocks to put on 
That Cat’s grave. I thought about when Daddy 
played the violin at a Jewish funeral and an 
old lady gave Charlie and me cookies. On the  
way home, Daddy had explained about sitting 
Shiva. That Cat was very good at sitting still. 

She could sit on the front 
porch all day and just watch 
the dust in the air. 

I sat down in the grass 
and cried some more. 

Daddy came back. 
He had shaved his beard, 
and there was a shiny 
nakedness to his jaw that 

I didn’t like to look at. He was wearing his nice 
suit but he sat right down in the grass. He 
looked at me sideways. I pretended not to see. 

“I think it’d be good if  you said something,” he  
said. “Funerals are for the living to say goodbye.”

I didn’t answer.
“It’s okay if  you’re mad at me.”
“I know.”
“I don’t mean to be so hard. You’re a good 

boy. You’re just a whole lot like me, and I 
wish you weren’t. It’d be easier on you.”

“I just want to sit here quietly,” I told him,  
but polite so I wouldn’t hurt his feelings. “Please.”

“Okay,” he said. He started to stand, then 
didn’t. “Can I sit with you a while?”

I said, “Yeah.” 
When I looked over later, he had his head 

bowed. I might be remembering wrong, but I 
don’t think his eyes were closed. He was just 
sitting still like That Cat on the porch, watch-
ing the dust in the air. Without his suit jacket, 
his shoulders didn’t look so square and if  he 
felt me looking, he didn’t turn. I don’t think 
he was praying. I don’t think he believed in 
God. I don’t know for sure.

“And that  was 
the end of  the 
funeral .”
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Kikelomo Ogun-Semore,  Excerpt  f rom (A)lone(ly)
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Kikelomo Ogun-Semore,  Excerpt  f rom (A)lone(ly)
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63 Flowers
By Rebecca Davis

T here’s an old man who sells fresh flowers on the 
side of  the highway near my house. I think about 
him more than I should, considering I’ve never ac-

tually stopped to smell the roses. I think about visiting 
him like I think about visiting a therapist – it’s some-
thing that I’ll probably never do. But I think about it.  
I think about it a lot.  

My highway thoughts usually begin to gain clarity 
by the time I’m about five minutes away from home, but 
then the old man distracts me. First, I see the propped-
up sign reading “Fresh Roses” in a magenta, half-cur-
sive-but-not-really painted print.  It takes about five 
seconds before I pass the second sign – this one reads 
“Fresh Flowers” in that tacky, Easter-egg-grass green 
that briefly makes me forget the beauty in the items 
it’s describing. Another four seconds pass.

Now, the old man is visible, sitting on the rear 
bumper of  his light blue mini-van that (I suspect) 
contains the advertised delicacies. I’ve never gotten 
close enough to know for sure. I’ve also never gotten 
close enough to see the features of  the old man’s face. 
Is it worn and wrinkled, or is it soft and understand-
ing? Some days, I think that underneath his grey beret, 
there is a mess of  thin, white hair that falls to frame the 
crow’s feet which accompany years of  laughter. I imag-
ine the stories that he could tell – ones of  loss and 
of  love, explaining that the love has been (and always 
will be) worth the loss. I think he would smell like 
peppermint and wisteria, and I would smile as I drove 
home with my bouquet.  Other days, I imagine that the 
crow’s feet have formed from years of  scrutiny. From 
his scowl, I smell tobacco and a disdain for ‘80s per-
fume in the form of  unwashed overalls; I keep driving. 

Near the end of  one Thursday, I decided that I 
would finally face the old man with his flowers that 
provoked such curiosity within me. As I neared his 
stretch of  the road, I played back the images from 
drives past in my mind. I would pull past the van and 
park by the largest sign which was framed with flow-
ers, the one with words painted in bright yellow that 
read: “Every Flower is a Soul Blossoming in Nature.”  
I slowed as I approached the beret on the bumper. The 
flowers decorating the sign were fake. I kept driving. 
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Victor  Alvarez ,  Excerpt  f rom Portra i ts  I  Love,  Miss  and Can’t  Resolve
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Top 5 Projected Baby Names of  Apri l  22 nd 2019
Compi led by Alexandr ia  Wi l l i s  Feitz ,  ch i ld  bearer

1. Ensley Grace 
Origin: A small somewhat ghetto area in 
downtown Birmingham, 2005
What it means: Ensley, Alabama, is a small 
area nestled inside of  the humid and racially 
divided Greater Birmingham area. A father-
less, impoverished community that I joined 
at eleven years old that would change my 
life completely. I left Ensley years later with 
a wardrobe of  clothing stained from dark 
women’s makeup on the shoulders of  all my 
shirts, mascara and deep blush from hugs 
and tears. These women, whose hospital 
rooms I was well acquainted with, who acci-
dently taught me what abuse looks like on a 
brave face and bruises look like on dark skin, 
who said “amen” more often than anything 
else, and who introduced you to a different 
sweet Jesus than I had ever known before, 
would also show me the beauty, complexity, 
and purity of  womanhood. 

As I stood at Valerie Orr’s “homecoming 
service,” her ivory casket open showing 
her lovely face, and I clapped and danced 
and cried and said amen in the pew of  the 
chapel, I felt in my young heart a desire for 
my daughters, should they ever exist, to be 
beautiful like her. When I spent time in the 
hospital with Valerie before her death, I saw 
how life-threatening diabetes really was in 
this community and hearing her birth year 
I was shocked by how very young a great 
grandmother can be. As I looked at Valerie 
without her wig and in a hospital gown, I 
would begin to have a vision for beauty.

And then there was Sister Sanders. When 
I, at eleven years old, arrived in Ensley, I 
would hear Sister Sanders as I pushed open 
the doors of  the local church. Maybe singing 
with her deep tenor voice while playing the 
organ with all the stops, maybe telling the 
kids to be respectful as they ran through the 
hallway without shoes, maybe with her arm 
around another sister while speaking words 
of  comfort. Most often I would hear her 
in the kitchen handing out food and telling 
people to “wash your dang hands, for Pete’s 
sake.” And as I sat next to her on the bench 
in front of  an organ singing hymns as she 

played, I would begin to have a vision for 
what strength looked like. 

Ruby Davis talks like a song. Her voice 
is smooth like banana pudding and warm 
like mac and cheese. I would immediately 
identify her as a mother, to many and to all. 
She would lead children with her, and as I 
was still a child at eleven years old, I would 
follow her wherever she led. I ran into her 
years later and she would remind me she still 
prayed for me. At my wedding she would kiss 
me and again leave deep, lovely shades of  
make up on my white dress and cheek. And 
through the years I would begin to have a 
vision for what faith looks like in a woman. 

If  on April 22nd I were to have a daugh-
ter, I would want her to be beautiful, strong, 
and faithful. I put at the top of  my list of  
names, Ensley Grace. Ensley for the women 
I knew there and Grace for what they taught me. 

2. Luciano Alexander 

Origin: Genoa, Italy 1922
Meaning: Born in 1922, the original Luciano 
Alessandro would be in just the right place to 
see my grandfather’s plane fall from the sky 
in Nazi-occupied, northern Italy. He watched 
the American plane fall, close enough to see 
my grandfather’s form bail out of  the plane 
and release his parachute. He spoke enough 
English to convince my grandfather to come 
with him, and for the next several months, 
Grandpa Willis would sit around fires in the 
evening listening to Luciano’s guitar and his 
soon to be missed voice while hiking miles 
across Italy during the days. Luciano would 
introduce my grandfather to his friends, 
other resistance fighters, and together they 
would save his life, hide him in their barns, 
and lead him to American forces. 

Around the same time Valerie Orr passed 
away, I would be standing in the hallway of  
my grandmother’s home, looking up, neck 
craned to see a tiny picture of  an Italian man 
in the corner of  a collage of  pictures and 
medals attributed to my grandpa’s sacrific-
es during the war. My father would explain 
this picture to me, telling me that we never 
learned how Luciano died, but he never 



The Susquehanna Review

31

returned home after helping my grandfather. 
My heart would begin to burn in a new way.  

Years later in 2016, while searching for 
his name, I would see “Luciano Alessandro” 
on the death records of  a concentration 
camp in Melk, Austria. And again, my heart 
burned. In 2018 I found a letter in an old 
trunk from Luciano’s father to my grandfa-
ther. Although hard to read, the tear stained 
letter with its sloping cursive is seared in my 
memory. His father wrote of  his “dear boy” 
and of  his “everlasting sorrow”, knowing 
Luciano would never come home. 

Soon after reading the letter I found out 
that I was pregnant, and as I lay in bed one 
night, thinking of  my hopes and dreams for 
my child, I would think of  Luciano’s father, 
his everlasting sorrow. I thought of  what his 
dreams for his son were and how he un-
willingly gave those up for my own dreams. 
I curled my body around my stomach and 
thought of  my own existence, the existence 
of  my child, and the existence of  my grand-
father, Curtis Willis, who would never have 
made it home from war without Luciano 
Alessandro. My heart burned with the reality 
of  a legacy and the gift of  life. 

Luciano Alessandro Righi; I had to help 
that name live on. Since he could not have 
posterity, it would be through mine that it lived. 

3. Stephanie Jo

Origin: Grantsville and Cedar City, UT
Meaning: As a pregnant woman, I dwell 
a lot on how much of  a sacrifice it is to 
create a human life. Yes, I am a martyr. It is 
exhausting and sometimes depressing, some-
thing that you should never say about baby 
creating. Yet, it’s the reality. For the first 18 
weeks, I would experience overwhelming 
nausea forcing me to rely on heavy, mind 
numbing medications to try to stay hydrat-
ed enough to prevent more contractions. 
Now, still pregnant as I compile this list, I 
mostly survive on imaginings of  no longer 
being pregnant. My thoughts turn often to 
the sacrifice a mother makes for her child 
even before birth. It doesn’t take long for 
my thoughts to move from there to my own 
mother’s sacrifices. 

In 1995 both Stephanie Willis and Joey 
Feitz experienced all the glamor of  pregnancy 
before giving birth to myself  and Taylor, 

who I would later meet, marry, and with him 
compile a list of  baby names meant for the 
April of  2019. It should come as no surprise 
that, though noble, the pregnancy portion of   
their contribution to their children’s lives wouldn’t 
be the greatest sacrifice they would make. 

Stephanie would raise me, an emotional 
and sensitive child, through every traumatic 
discovery of  suffering I would experience as 
I came of  age. In Ensley I witnessed suffer-
ing and death, the hard kind that never sits 
easily. My dearest friend, Kat, was found in 
her bathtub, overdosed on pills. Brother Rice 
was only in his thirties when diabetes took 
his life, and right before he died, he prom-
ised me he would be there next week to teach 
me more Bible songs. And Willie, who I only 
met a few times, he was shot in a drive-by 
shooting. And I watched his grandmother 
fall to carpet as she tried to tell my father 
what happened to her dear grandson. And 
my mother, Stephanie, she would sit with me 
in my closet when my room was too big and 
overwhelming to process tragedy in. 

When I returned home after 18 months of  
serving a mission, I was in quite an unrecog-
nizable state. I had come home in pieces 
from my time away, and she immediately rec-
ognized the need to help me into counseling 
where she would drive hours to find some-
one who was qualified to help. She would sit 
on my bed during panic attacks and rub my 
feet, helping to calm me. 

As I grew older, I would begin to see that 
my mother always suffered with me. She was 
never a bystander to my anguish, my anxiety, my 
bullying, my painful transition to womanhood. 
She suffered with, sometimes more, than me. 

Joey is my husband Taylor’s beautiful 
mother. She seemed a bit abrasive at first to 
me, but as I came to know her son, I came to 
adore her. I have known her a few years now, 
and I still feel every muscle in my body tense 
up when she walks into a room with me, and 
says “I’m sorry, but I just need to say some-
thing.” Joey is bold and honest, and it is a gift 
to never wonder what she is thinking. 

Whenever I am with both my husband 
and Joey, I bring a book to distract myself  as 
they gravitate to the piano room. I hear them 
in the background, coaching each other on 
technique and texture. Their words crunch 
against the melodies they spend hours 
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perfecting. My husband’s voice gets excited 
while Joey becomes more and more analyt-
ical. They play for hours at a time while I 
finish chapter after chapter, book after book. 

I can’t resent Joey for stealing my hus-
band for hours to lose herself  in a world 
of  music I don’t understand. This world of  
music and harmony is what she gave up for the 
uncomfortable dissonance of  harsh years as 
a single mother. Giving up her art to raise four 
children, losing sleep for a business degree and 
working full time – I can’t resent her for that. I 
sometimes stop them, but I don’t resent them. 

I hope that if  this baby I carry is a daughter, 
she will be the kind of  mother that Stephanie 
and Joey are. That she will find a way to weave 
art and healing into her interactions every 
day, though the days are sometimes ugly. 
Motherhood, for these two women, encom-
passes all the good that the world needs.

4. Atticus 

Origin: To Kill a Mockingbird, Monroeville, 
Alabama, 1936
Meaning: The story of  Atticus Finch would 
be deeply impactful for you. But it really doesn’t 
matter why you love this name, because when  
you told your mom it was your top pick for 
a boy she would tell you she would refuse to 
call your son by that name, because it is way 
too close to “a-lil-cuss.” 

Your mother-in-law would say, “Oh.” A 
high pitched “oh.” And when you asked if  
she hated it she would say “there are things 
a mother-in-law can’t say to her daughter-in-law, 
but it isn’t my favorite.” So, in the end it doesn’t 
matter, because your moms hate the name. 

5. Willis 

Origin: Most relevantly my Dad
Meaning: Willis is my maiden name. 
Technically, I never legally changed my 
name after marrying my darling husband. I 
changed it socially, but “Willis” still sits on 
my driver’s license and passport. And when 
my husband and I run marathons together, 
we pick up our packets on different ends of  
the tables alphabetized by last name. I love 
my husband, and all that being one with him 
implies, all that sharing a name with him 
implies. I have so much pride in the name 
“Willis” however, that I haven’t brought 
myself  to change it yet. 

My dad’s name is Bryce Willis, and he is 
every one of  his children’s heroes. That is 
why the name “Bryce” has already been used 
by older siblings when naming their own 
children. A family can only have so many 
adorable “Bryce’s” running around before it 
gets ridiculous, so “Bryce” isn’t on the table.

The kitchen table of  my childhood home 
could tell so many stories, and often just 
looking at the table was enough to explain 
the entire political climate of  the Willis 
home. Was it cluttered with homework? Did 
it have piles of  groceries meant to feed our 
army of  a family? Were there unfolded stacks 
of  clean laundry along the back? Each state 
with its own implications spoke volumes.

But the table with a nice cloth, my mom’s 
beautiful red Spode plates, the nice silver-
ware, and a meal painstakingly made to per-
fection by my mother on it, was something 
different. Most noteworthy was the lack of  
an obvious occasion. Something was hap-
pening. One time, I came home to an above 
described kitchen table and was told by my 
parents that my sweet cousin had passed 
away. Other times it would mean job changes 
or other nervous topics.

At twenty-years-old, I sat at one such table. 
My older siblings and I joked around the meal, 
all sensing the table was about to tell us some- 
thing. Eventually, it was spoken in the way 
my father always seemed to share such news. 

“I did actually have something I wanted  
to talk to you all about. I wanted to talk about 
how trials can bring us closer to God and 
each other.” He paused, as he is wont to do. 
“I have Parkinson’s disease.” He then filled 
the conversation with positive statements like 
how he could help with research by doing 
tests and studies, and how he loved God and 
found purpose in trials. In the years since I  
have seen my father suffer in the way he pro- 
mised he would, with purpose and with positivity. 

I don’t know what the child within me 
knows of  mortality and suffering as of  yet, 
where this child’s soul resides, or if  this baby 
is aware of  its budding life and conscious-
ness. But one day mortality, suffering, pain, 
and trial will inevitably enter the life of  my 
child. In each of  these unavoidable experi-
ences, I hope my child suffers nobly the way 
my father does, and that they face mortality 
fearlessly. I want my child to be a Willis. 
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archaeology of  objects  we pass down
By Sarah Malone

it ’s  l ike growing a garden /  or  bui ld ing a house
love takes your body and /  spreads i t  out

The Weather Outside of  East Liverpool
Dear Other

M y grandmother used to sit at 
her worn wooden table and talk 
to my mother for hours after 
dinner, a mug full of  black tea 

with milk and sugar in her warm hands. 
Their two voices would mingle into one 
sort of  song, and I, from the corner, would 
watch their mouths move. The corner near 
the fridge had a vent in the floor that shot 
up little puffs of  warm air, and I’d sit with 
my feet on the grate, watching them talk. 
Curtains hung over the kitchen window, and 
a wire basket under the 
sink held plastic shopping 
bags. Sometimes they’d 
play dice with a cup. 
The rattling cup soothed 
me and my mother and 
grandmother would  
count to 10,000. 

We met in the morn-
ings and ate breakfast out 
at some local place, and 
sometimes we shopped 
before afternoon kinder-
garten. She pushed the 
cart and talked to my mother about this met-
al picture frame or that speckled glass vase 
on clearance, and I thought of  the way they 
sounded so similar with my eyes closed. If  I 
walked next to them, I’d hold one of  each of  
their hands – one fist, one wrinkled and soft. 

When she was young, she took care of  
her step siblings in the morning before 
school. Once, she was so tired she filled the 
baby’s bottle with coffee instead of  milk, 
and when he found out, her stepfather beat 

her with a belt, sending her out with deep 
blue bruises hiding under her sweater. She 
ran away, I believe, when she was in her early 
teens, and married my grandfather shortly after. 

She curled her hair every evening in 
pink foam rollers. The first time I saw her 
with them still in I was scared, but she just 
laughed, talked about how embarrassed she 
was to be caught unpresentable and how 
some days are just slower than others. She 
wore a little makeup, some mascara and 
blush, even when she was in hospice. 

The last good day 
before she died there was 
a brunch in this little café 
inside the hospice center. 
She’d gone to the salon 
there and had her hair 
curled like she used to do 
it, had her nails painted 
a light pink. My whole 
family was there, and I 
gave her a chocolate bar, 
though I can’t remember 
where it came from or 
why I gave it to her. 

A recurring image: my mother and I in 
her bed after her mother passed away. I am 
nine, and cold. We sit under blankets and I 
watch her weep, and she tells me it is alright 
to be sad, because she is very sad. I do not 
understand much more than this sadness, be-
cause it has creeped into everything around 
me. On a chair near her desk a stiff  black 
dress is thrown over the top rung. My nose 
is raw and my legs are itchy from being in 
tights for three days straight. There is a glow 

“I  do not under-
stand much more 
than this sadness, 
because  i t  has 
creeped into every- 
thing around me.”
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that emanates from the glass curio in the 
corner of  the room, one small golden bulb 
sends pink light down over dried wedding 
bouquets and crystal figurines of  children 
reading little clear books. 

My mother keeps an old voicemail mes-
sage from her mother saved on her phone 
so she doesn’t forget the sound of  her voice. 
She says: hello Tricia, Trish, listen, daddy 
wants to drive. He says he don’t know that 
he can sit a really long time so he wants to 
be able to have the car available and he’s just 
telling me now, so if  you’re 
on your way over, I feel, 
I’m sorry, I can go with 
you then. Talk to you later.

Also on the phone, 
a message I left at age 
eight, when she and my 
father went to visit my 
aunt in North Carolina 
for a week. I snuck the 
portable house phone 
into the pocket of  my 
satin owl pajamas and 
ran to my room to call 
her after my brothers 
had gone to bed. I didn’t 
want to bother her but 
it was the longest I had 
ever gone without seeing 
her and the message I left is weepy, my little 
voice cracks in the way that sounds like hold-
ing back tears – I say: mom, it’s Sarah, okay, 
just wanted to know when you were going to 
be home, okay, love you.

There is a photobooth strip of  my moth-
er and father from when they were dating, 
taken in an arcade somewhere in the early 
80’s. They laugh, make a face, kiss, stick out 
their tongues. They are young and smiling; 
my mother is 18, in white button down shirt. 
There is a joy inside the film – I feel it in my 
fingers when I hold it along the edges so I 
don’t smudge their faces. 

I wish I could have known her then, all 
shiny bangs and open hands. She tells me 
about her life when she was my age, and it is 
hard for me to separate her stories from my 
own. She was always sickly, the small one, the 
thin-armed shy one. She was pale olive skin 
and powdered blue milk, defining her shape 
by sharp cheek and jaw, she was striking and 

lovely. A delicate being in a small home. 
I imagine when she didn’t want to study, 

she would take out the iron and smooth 
all her blouses, refold the clothes in her 
drawers, and then, probably, lie on a white 
wicker bed in a room shared with two sisters, 
take a nap in the afternoon sun that filtered 
through the lace curtain. 

I wonder what it is like to be married 
at nineteen, to find black garbage bags of  
neatly folded clothes on the porch after the 
honeymoon, you made your bed, now lie in 

it, you’re a woman with  
a husband now.

By 25, she had seen 
one house in flames, an- 
other with mice, another 
with ants. What kind of  
fear comes from being a 
mother and still a child? 
She holds the babies 
without their shoes, help-
less in the car, while hot 
orange slinks up the sides 
and nobody calls the 
fire department. When 
the only thing to do is 
wrap the babies in dirty 
blankets in the backseat, 
when everything small and 
important melts in the 

snowy heat, you think of  all there is left behind.
Another image: wedding dress with a dry 

cleaning tag still pinned to the breast. The 
insurance paid to get it cleaned, she says, to 
get the smoke out of  the lace and silk. I try  
it on in her bedroom, slip the lace sleeves 
over my elbows, button the back over my 
small curves and chest, think how hard it must 
have been for her to sit, how hard it is to sit.

“ . . . i t  was the 
longest  I  had 
ever  gone with-
out seeing her 
and the message 
I  left  is  weepy, 
my l i t t le  voice 
c racks  in  the 
way that sounds 
l ike holding 
back tears”
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in  my dreams you’re a l ive and you’re crying
By Michael  Bryce

all that you left: a fifth of  vodka, a bottle of  pills, items abandoned,
police cars, a hospital visit, two weeks of  inpatient, and glazed-over eyes, 
while your whole family yearns for you to simply get better. 
you can feel a thousand suffering lives ingrained on every surface of  every room
in the ward. there’s a doctor who never looks at you, his head always pointed sharply down.
he’s always scribbling things on his clipboard. you just feel that everything’s gone

to shit, you say, and he documents. even when you’re not talking to him. it’s 
half  past seven, smoke break time. you don’t smoke, but you don’t want to be abandoned,
so you still go out for smoke breaks because there’s nothing else to do but feel down,
stare at walls, and wait for group sessions to start. there’s a man there with eyes 
like rough cut pine and sunsets. he’s ten years older than you and never leaves his room. 
he tells you “it’s okay bud, we’ll get through this and when we leave this place, we’ll be better 

than we was when we got here.” he’s telling you the truth, and you believe him, you will get better. 
one day the doctor who won’t look at you comes to your room and tells you the money’s gone,
your insurance isn’t paying for any more days, so you’re healed now, and you leave your sad room.
as you’re escorted out, you try to believe that the healthcare system hasn’t completely abandoned
you. your mom picks you up in the lobby. her eyes — god, her eyes — are the most worried kindness 
you’ve ever seen. and you go home and try not to plunge down 

like you did, which is easier now than it was before, because now you still do get down, 
but you have a new set of  tools, or so you like to think, and your life goes on, seemingly better,
like it was meant to. you stop writing poems about shit you can’t control, you keep your eyes
dry. you don’t think about your loneliness, about how those memories will never be gone
from your head, because now you write poems about how to stay alive. abandoned, 
you leave those other thoughts behind and write poems about the places where you feel at home, leaving enough 

room for reality, rather than about the places where you wish you could be. one day in your room,
you catch a glimpse of  someone in the mirror, someone summoned from somewhere down
deep inside the wells of  your very being, someone who you must have left abandoned
in your youth. someone with a will like a building that refuses to fall, someone better
than you once were. you look at the history etched into your arms, now healed and gone,
like a forgotten road map to a location lost in darkness. you look into entrancing eyes

borne of  stubbornness and struggle, eyes that have not cried in a decade, eyes
now focused on the endless possibilities of  who you can be and where you can go. there is no more room
for the smoke tendrils, once midnight black and swirling above your head. they’re gone, 
broken away, leaving nothing in your view except the sky to look up to, instead of  down
at your feet. and it is so perfect, and so clear, and so vivid, so much better
than you imagined. the suicide manual you got in a language you can’t understand is left abandoned

on the shelf. because you remember the look in your grandmother’s eyes, you don’t want to go down
that same path. you won’t commit suicide like her in that tight hospital room, you’ll get better.
once she was gone, you found it is not self-harm, but world-harm, from a place so hopelessly, utterly, abandoned.

(this sestina is dedicated to the memory of  Helen Bryce and the person I used to be)
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Napol i
By Violet  Mitchel l

I.

You made me a smudged map of  the stars 
in Ireland and I find Orion’s belt in a mess 
of  cold wicker and copper antenna in Napoli, 
on a rooftop where Vesuvius is too cloudy 
to hum to us and the honking starts at seven
in the morning, but it’s an Italian roof  with 
Italian ants and spiders, and the neighbors 
play Bob Marley & tell me Don’t Worry
about the disappointed street vendors. 
The most important Italian is Grazie with 
an extra “ya” before the “i”, and niente carne, 
sono vegetariano, but somehow with twelve 
language barriers in the same room, we all 
speak the same gasps of  marble veils 
and chipping gold.

II.

Amilio wanted to smoke a cig
at Apollo’s temple & I told Andrew 
to get a haircut in Rome & I can say
I took a shit next to the anatomical
machines made of  sixteenth-century beeswax.
We want grandeur. We won’t go to 
Sorrento or the Grand Royal Palace or
hike Vesuvius, but a woman who only
knew how to say “ticket” and “hug”
in English brought me to the train
station after she cooked us river rock
pasta and stalactite orange peels.

III.

Mozzarella, the tabby cat, followed us
through Roman baths and squinted
at the sun like I did and sneezed when
I showed him my sunburnt shoulders.
He found a half-decayed raven in the
same domed lake where I made a wish
with a flat pebble. On the Trenitalia I dreamt
of  designing a cornicello dress, scarlet and
strapless with slits up both thighs to emulate
the squiggly bottom of  the popular talisman, 
to be worn at casinos for your own luck,
but never someone else’s.
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a di f ferent  woman
By Chr ist ine A.  MacKenzie

I want to peel off  the trees          like white birch bark
          some romanticized splitting of  wood     or darkened into the folded
litterfall that must be silver          if  you keep digging with your fingernails
          deep into the earth          so that he’ll never find me
not even in my mind                    never find me          all curled up
          and rotten in the woods          like the rest of  the women
who shivered from his touch            my skin is so white in the sun
          I want to peel it all off                     so he can’t touch it
because even now I can smell him                    rise up from under the leaves 
          his voice when I step over them                    
and his smile’s wrinkles in bark          and I know I’m alone          but not alone
                    because the clouds          laugh at me          mock me 
and shower me with water          that reddens in my fists 
he’s still there                     in my body          in my mind          some parasitic worm
that’s taken up shop in the soft curls          of  my brain          or intestines 
I wish an ax could chop him off                 an infected branch 
but he’s shed me off  in too many pieces                    to separate with a single swing    
because of  him  a dark rush of  a different blood runs through my veins 
I want to be different than what I’ve become                    some neutral green that breathes
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to :  god
By A.  Shaikh

My parents keep praying  
I only pray to make you stop 

jerking them around like            bait caught in a storm
red weight bobbing           dense  in the current. 

And, sure, my father looks like a man to you now
with his hands turned upwards   
empty and dry
but years ago
his palms were drenched 
in the streets an Indian monsoon,
          full of  wonder. 
Now 
     the time between girl and woman
          sinks like an anchor
in my neck and
my father mans the lighthouse, hungry and alone,
waiting for the shipwreck of  my skull
to find its way back home.

it’s not right,          armiya,           it’s not right

He says when I turn from you again

my name no longer the same                    as he once gave me
          as you once blessed to an angel
trapped on some page 
you never wrote because
your hands are ash and 
your mouth is phosphorus wet and 
you’re nothing                     at all. 

but still. I ask. 

The morning my body
turned harpoon
where were you? 
  
I have been writing this letter from inside the crab cage.



The Susquehanna Review

43

a ghost  letter  written on the anniversary of  my assault
By A.  Shaikh

to J.C.

this december 
                    it’s like the big corporations 
know 
          I am running because 
starbucks names a latte after you. 
                    notes of  juniper
                       and sage dusted with
                    pine citrus and sugar.
                       I watch people order you
                    up front. you were never 
that sweet to me but 
I read somewhere taste atrophies with age. 
          it is true
I am no longer eighteen. no longer
          calling you beautiful every time
                    I see you.  today I am older and 
far away from your salt tongue & what
          it licked into me. the mausoleum 
          of  my loneliness. so when the
          barista asks me if  I would like to 
    try you I do the same thing
          from before,
                    shake my head softly and 
                              whisper, 
                                        no.
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Mirabel le  Brandy
By El lery Beck

Behind a marbling of  purples and blues,
a translucent plum for the world to swallow. Left
feeling picked, prepped, so soon

nuzzled in a divot caressing 
the coastline. Sweet and soft like the song
on my tongue, a fall from 

the highest. You can reach your hand, a glow
of  the reflecting sunlight as you pull, too
soon, too swift. I’ll embrace the flight  

but don’t forget to count my bruises when I reach
the evergreen bed below. The sound
of  my core echoing hit you like a freezing

gale. A splintering ladder, build me upward
to where I once was (despite my distance, my
difference). It’s okay to pull me down, bury me

in your arms, leave me earth
cold. I know you felt the crack in the oak,
the words inside your hands.
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Detoxing demons and implementing vitamins, inevitable work.

Char la  Whittenburg

I leap
 into strong arms
—my own

Ashley Benedict

Blurred days. Everything runs together and smears.

Gracie Glebe

Seven-Word Stor ies



Seven-Word Stor ies

48

Victor  Alvarez ,  Excerpt  f rom Portra i ts  I  Love,  Miss  and Can’t  Resolve
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