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Letter from the
Editors
Dear Reader,
The Susquehanna Review has guts and it wants to show them. Check
out the table of contents, our back cover, these are people who we now
carry on our jackets, in our gut and ears, under our fingernails. Their voices
cling. They travel. And it started with a simple read.
Don’t be alarmed, but you are now in the splash zone. We want to
fling exposition in your face, get the diction in your hair, let the images ink
your shirt like a busted Bic.
As editors, we read hundreds of poems, stories, and essays, and the
ones we choose don’t just stay with us—they stay on us, in us, tangled in
the brain. They are what come back to us when we are alone on long drives
home. When there is some quiet.You, the reader, haven’t been drenched yet,
but you will be.You’re going to meet new people, and not just in essays, but
in poems and stories too. Sometimes they are children, sometimes they’re a
dead grandfather, an old crush, a Jazz musician, a college student, a strungout mom. You’re going to find interviews with established writers, and
believe it or not, they are people too. People you can meet and talk to. We
did.
The point is, The Susquehanna Review isn’t just a literary journal,
it’s an introduction. Say hello, and then keep on talking. The conversation
doesn’t end once these pages close. Let the grime from the people you
meet inside this journal settle on your clothes, and then give someone
a hug. Inhale these people’s dust and cough on a passing stranger. Stain
somebody, start a conversation.
This year we’ve been lucky. We’ve interviewed Joy Castro and
Stewart O’Nan, yes, but, although these are the most recognizable names on
our list of new acquaintances, there are so many others whose contributions
have also been invaluable. We engaged with student editors from around
the country, from Vermont to Texas, and we learned from them. We flashed
them—showed them our strengths, and our weaknesses—and they flashed
back. We said, We don’t want to be alone, and they said, Neither do we. And
then all together we said, We don’t have to be.
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This isn’t some exclusive club. You don’t need an invitation, we
just thought this one might be nice. So we made it for you. You can hold it,
it has weight. This thing in your hand is alive with voices and yours ought
to be just as loud. We’ve spoken and we’ve listened and we’re better for
it, still getting better because of it. We want you here with us. But that
doesn’t mean your name needs to be printed in these pages, only that your
relationship with a journal doesn’t end with the back cover. When the
words run out, keep going. Send us your stories. Send someone else your
stories. Email an author you admire. Respond to a reader who admires
you. Open a dialogue.
Flip the page and say hello to the future established writers. Join
the discussion of what undergraduate literary journals are and what postgraduate journals are soon going to be. We believe that undergraduate
writing is the beginning of the new art and that the difference between an
established writer and the authors published here isn’t a disparity of ideas
or a less sincere passion for words. The difference, we believe, is time, and
folks, we’ve got lots of it. We’re swimming in it. The future is here around
us. We are in it.
Get ready, really. We’re not holding back. This is us saying hello,
and by the end of our greeting you’ll be dripping. We hope you’ll splash
back.

David and Abby
Our Head Editors
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Becca Titus

Lo moved here from a western state
I couldn’t keep straight.
She gave me strips of Indian candy,
as salmon is better than crab,
and said our trees were weak,
that she missed the Firs.
She turned twelve first.
Our age gap was a crate she stood on.
Her chest was a small barrel;
big ribs made her tough,
but she had dark eyes, soft violets.
Lo stole packs of chalk
and sketched mountain lions
to remind her of home.
I drew white tigers I’d never see.
All our garage walls, alive
with big cats and Firs.
We cut found bouquets
of tiger lilies under bridges
‘til she decided orange was ugly.
My flowers were too tame;
cornflower can’t compete with foxglove.
I never spoke it aloud,
but here are the same tart cherries,
the same onion grass. Here are girls
who like chalk and arrowheads,
girls who want to meet a moose.
So I liked what nice things she’d notice,
that our sphere-full fields of yellow bales
looked like spaghetti at a rolling boil,
that the reservoir at noon
was a world of tinkerbells,
and that coral heat lightening
was a toast to a cloud in labor.
We were lighting boring fireworks
because there’s no rez around here
when she told me,
Yeah, the rain out west
makes more four-leafed clover,
but there’s not a single firefly.
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Edwin Kosik

Homecoming
The last time I see Jessica, I am leaving. She is not herself, drawn out
across a gurney like a piece of leather left in the sun. The pit left behind by a fruit
devoured. I have no words for this woman. I do not even recognize her. She makes a
joke about the needles in her arms, in her stomach, pumping medicine through her
small frame. I look away. We are on an elevator comprised of mirrors, descending
to the basement of the hospital. The Hospice nurse is smiling. She thinks Jessica is
funny, tells me so: “Your aunt? She’s funny!” I don’t respond, and am surprised to
find that for once, I do not feel guilty for my silence. My father chooses not to put
his hand on my shoulder. I am watching him watch me; his reflection, my reflection,
is to my left, to my right; it is on the wall across from me, looking back. The doors
open, allowing us to breathe once again, and we roll Jessica down a hallway, pushing
her into a small room. She will be the subject of many tests: “We just…cannot find
out what is wrong with her,” the smiling nurse explains. This time, she is not smiling.
She is bewildered. I am told to say goodbye to my aunt. “Goodbye,” I say. “You’re
gonna have a wonderful time, bud,” she whispers. This time, I smile. I feel stupid
for smiling. This moment will return to me as a dolly shot in a movie, the camera
rolling backwards, its eye remaining focused on something that only gets further
and further away. This is how I will remember Jessica. I am getting on an airplane. I
am going to Italy.
The night before I learn that Jessica has died, she is already dead. Or in
six hours she will be dead, but here in Florence it is already 6 o’clock. I am crying
in my room, trying not to let my host family know that anything is wrong. We
have just finished eating dinner. I have just finished speaking to my mother on the
phone. Fragments of thoughts, of that conversation, linger in the room. My father
has driven to Scranton, Pennsylvania with his sister, Wendy, to be with Jessica. Her
lungs are filling with water. She is no longer responsive. I try to think of something
that my father can say to her from me, writing her a letter that I eventually discard
in the waste-bin. “Tell her to remember that no one could be loved more,” I offer to
my father.
“OK, Ed,” he responds.
My host family finds me odd. It is Saturday night, and I am in my room with
the door closed. Viktor does not understand what is wrong with me; he does not
ask me how I am, but instead tells his wife Franca to ask me. I see him observing me
across the table as Franca tilts her head to one side curiously: “Come stai, Edween?” I
find that I don’t have the words for aunt, cancer, death, fear. I don’t even have the
words for I don’t understand.
“Bene!” I say, smiling. When Viktor, who speaks Italian with a Russian
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accent, asks Franca to ask me what I study, I look at him and say, “Come se dice, how
do you say… literature?” He doesn’t look at me when I am speaking to him. Only
when I am looking at Franca. He grunts in response to her correction, letteratura.
He makes a subtle aside to Franca’s mother, Mirella, that I do not understand. The
only English that Mirella knows is this: oh my gosh.
I am convinced that Viktor knows that I am gay. I am also convinced that he
hates me. Viktor fixes computers for a living. When he comes home from work, he
immediately sits at his computer. He leaves his computer only to come to dinner,
and then he returns to it until two or three in the morning—long after his wife has
gone to sleep. He wakes up at seven and works again at eight. Sometimes, in my
bedroom, I search Google for places in Florence where men go to meet other men.
It is difficult, because the majority cater to crowds that wish to remain anonymous.
I learn from one of my Italian professors that gay men in Italy rarely exist, and when
they do, they have girlfriends. No one here knows that I am gay, but as I type e-mails
to my mother (How is dad?) and look for any place that might allow me to escape, I
can hear Viktor typing in the darkness of his bedroom. I become convinced that he
can see what I am typing, and so I begin to filter my searches. Instead of gay bars, I
find places where men go to cruise, to find anonymous sex. I’m not interested in this
for myself, but just to watch from afar. A month into my study abroad experience, I
just want a reminder that people like me exist.
Last spring, I told Jessica that I am gay. Or rather, last spring I gave my
mother permission to tell my aunt I am gay. I sat in the parking lot of a car dealership
one evening after work and silently shook with anger, or with fear. I shouted at my
mother when she called to tell me that my aunt Wendy simply hopes that I’ll still
become a father, that Wendy knows how much I want to become a father. Jessica
called me a few days later and asked me if I knew why she and Joe were not together
anymore. I told her I didn’t, though I had a feeling. She told me that she asked Joe to
leave because she wasn’t sure about her feelings for Meg, her closest friend. I told
her I didn’t know that.
It is May. Jessica walks with a cane these days. She is bald. I drive two
hours to her house every week to mow her lawn and sometimes she does not stand
up at all. One week she tells me to go to her room and take for myself what is on
her dresser. There is nothing there but her camera. It occurs to me that she has
given away most of her things. A week later, I receive a letter from her that simply
says, “Three things: 1) To thine own self be true. 2) Take great pictures in Italy. 3)
Remember that no one could be loved more.” I place it on the bookshelf in my
room. I do not write back. I do not know how.
It is November. 4 o’clock in the morning. I cringe as the door to the
Iacopetti family’s apartment moans against the threatening silence. As I walk down
to the hallway towards my bedroom, I realize that Viktor is maneuvering through
the darkness towards me. “Ciao, Viktor,” I whisper, stupidly, and I think that what I
see on his face, dimly illuminated by a nightlight, is a knowing smile. I am convinced
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that he knows I am spending my nights with a boy named Connor, the student from
Virginia that I met on Couchsurfing last month. There is no logical reason why he
would be aware that Connor exists, but the language barrier between us allows
me to endow my host father with a terrifying and bizarre sense of omniscience.
One night this month, I will sit down at the dinner table, and Viktor will gleefully
insist that Franca tell me the name of the dish we are eating tonight: fenocchio,
which is not only the term for fennel, but also the Italian equivalent of faggot.
My Italian has improved enough to converse with Viktor, and so without betraying
my instinctive reaction of horror, I simply look across to my host-father, look him
in the eye and respond: “Davvero? Molto stagno!” Really? How strange! Instead of
expressing disappointment like I expect him to, Viktor appears to be delighted
with my reaction. We laugh together. As we sip our espresso after dinner, which
Viktor makes every night, he asks me about my necklace which I purchased in San
Gimignano, a Tuscan city of towers. I tell him that I purchased it for my aunt. Franca
asks where she is. I fondle the stone in my fingers. I don’t want to say dead, so I say
altrove, the most appropriate word that comes to mind: elsewhere.
That stone is something Connor likes to play with during our time together.
He tells me I should let her go. He is fond of telling me that there is nothing he
holds onto—not friends, not family, and certainly not lovers. It is a quality he
demonstrates to me by running off to Barcelona for a weekend without anything but
a copy of Herman Hesse’s Wandering beneath his arm, and crashing with a Canadian
girl he met through Couchsurfing. Connor doesn’t usually like women, he tells me,
but he sleeps with them when it’s convenient. There are times when I don’t very
much like Connor, but I find myself coming back to him nonetheless. Like myself
before I came here to Italy, Connor has never lost anyone. In some ways, I don’t
think I have to give up Jessica until I return home. What is the difference, I ask
him, between someone being dead and someone simply not being present? As far
as I am concerned, she is still where I left her, slowly drifting away in the hospital’s
basement. I am leaving her, not the other way around. In these moments, Connor is
useless. He looks at other things, becomes a little boy.
Sometimes we climb out on the roof of Connor’s Florentine apartment
and look out at the stars. There is very little electricity used here in Florence, little
light that is not natural and so the sky appears otherworldly in its extravagance.
From here, we can see everything: the terracotta thumbprint that is the Duomo, the
glimmer of the Arno reflecting back the moon, the maternal gaze of San Miniato
al Monte, the oldest building here in Florence, high above it all and looking down,
alone. This is a living mausoleum, a city of the very old. Nothing here has to die.
Connor is trying to identify the names of constellations, but I am not listening. I
do not want to hear names. I am looking behind me in the night, taking bits of the
past and keeping them here in this city to find when I go home. “This will all be a
memory of a memory then, huh?” Connor laughs. “Something like that,” I tell him.
He tells me I am crazy.
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When I leave here, I will not say goodbye to anyone. Not Franca, not Viktor,
not Mirella, not Connor. None of it feels real, too much like a dream. On the flight
back, the flight attendant insists on yet another glass of red wine—again? —and It’s
a Wonderful Life repeats itself on the tiny screen in front of me. I lose track of time,
pass out on the person beside me, catch sight of someone between the seats in front
of me that I swear looks just like Jessica until I realize that it is a bald man in the
military. Things are happening too fast, time is speeding up. I will ride in a car with
my sister and will feel as though no time at all has passed since that moment when I
left here. Italy will seem to have been a very long dream.
At Christmas dinner, we will sit around a table and my father will make a
toast, not only to my arrival home, but also to those whom have left. I will find that
I am confused, scared. I don’t believe him. I am looking at the space where her chair
used to be, and I am staring at the door. I am still waiting for her to arrive.
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Kasey Erin Phifer

Lunar Phases
After this, in my mind
you will leave a vase of daffodils
on the roof of my car.
No, not a vase—a mason jar
with the word need scrawled
across it in black sharpie
like a drunken tattoo.
You are sorry, you will realize
and ride home in the passenger seat
with your hand in my lap.
You will notice, out the window,
a half-crushed squirrel
in the other lane.
I saw none of that in my world,
you will say without flinching.
This will be the peak of it,
the moment that will send you
spiraling back,
my eyes fixed on dotted lines.
In the world we both see, I will build
a mountain with these peaks.
I imagine this feels wrong to you;
my putting words in your hand,
showing you where to throw.
But I should tell you that moons
know better where to lead the tide, how
to show you the face in their center,
when to be cloaked in cloud.
I should tell you, you are not the moon.
If you were I’d have never seen
these eyes, never felt
this rush of salt and foam.
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Kasey Erin Phifer

E n I nglés , N ew W orld
In the backyard between my mother’s apartment
and his, we feign communication like different
birds in the streetlight haze. My Spanish lessons
have melted away on the late-June sidewalk,
loose beads gathering like spilled mercury
in the cracks where our two worlds meet.
Raymond bounces a soccer ball on one knee,
a trick I could never do. He calls my mother
mamá, and I wonder when he last saw his own.
I send her money, he says when I ask, his four
practiced words en Inglés. I have no practiced
words, inventing new syllables for just us
as I ask where he has been working. Raymond
watches my lips as if they are saying something.
Trabajando? Si, restaurante. I want to know
which one, and he moves his hand through the air,
the narrow fin of his thumb flicking, pescado,
fish. I cling to the word. Mar, sea. I forget now
which one of us does not know the other’s words.
Raymond tells me the street name en Inglés
and I guess all the seafood restaurants I know
until one lights his smile, chips of sky in straight
lines. Raymond looks into my mouth as I speak,
searching for palabras buenas, good words,
pulling them out like pearls from the mouths of
oysters he serves to wealthy families todos los días.
He thanks la Madre de Dios for fish, for sea—
or this is what it seems. Raymond laughs,
the gentle bulb of his head rocking back on salted
hinges, rocking back like the tide, washing in oysters.
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Mikey Angelo Rumore

The Exterminators
I lived in a cheap apartment with my girlfriend Sierra, who was pregnant
with someone else’s kid. I know this because I shoot blanks. That, and she told me. She
wanted me to know, for sure, being the kind of girl that would get pregnant to test
commitment.
One time she thought I’d been acting distant. She brought another chick home
and grabbed her tits and ass in front of me. She said, “See, even I get more pussy than
you.” Times like those, I’d yell at her pretty bad, sometimes throw her out, but I’m a
softy. She always came back. She was just a kid, only nineteen. I don’t think she had
anywhere else to go. I think she always returned because she knew I cared enough to
throw her out in the first place. Thing is, I did care. I ain’t never possessed a girl that
stuck by like that.
I had recently taken a job as an exterminator. When I got home, I found Sierra
sitting on the couch watching Spanish language soaps in a purple plush sweat suit.
Since she hadn’t gained much weight yet, I wanted to fuck her, but she made me take
a shower. “You touch me, and your bug spray will seep through my skin and into the
baby,” she said, smoking a cigarette.
“It won’t,” I said, reaching for her thigh.
She swatted my hand away. “Fucking Guido,” she said, dangling the hand that
touched mine in the air. She went to the sink and washed it.
By then, I didn’t even want to have sex anymore, and I went to wash up.
I worked the exterminator job with Gino, a friend who helped me get out of
trouble. I’d been having a tough time finding a steady job when Gino offered me the
gig. He said exterminating was an easy occupation, that he’d leaned on it in the past.
“The trick is to under-spray,” he said. “Keep the bugs away for a little while. When they
come back, they’ll call you to spray again. Blame it on the Florida weather.” He’d been
fired from a lot of places for taking drugs on the job, but for exterminating, such things
didn’t seem to matter.
We sprayed some hillbilly’s place in Bumfuck-town. He claimed the house had
a roach problem, but we couldn’t find one. He had long hair, a few prominent teeth
missing, and twitched like the infestation was not in his house, but under his shirt and
in his pants. From the couch, he watched us spray while he nibbled on a plate of pizza
rolls.
“You sure you want to eat right now, man?” I said. “We are spraying poison,
you know.You’re not even supposed to be in here.” I noticed that he had cups and plates,
among other garbage, strewn about the shack. Yet, no roaches.
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“I gotta eat,” said the hillbilly nervously. “Make sure you get deep in there. I
got roaches crawling on me while I try to sleep. Big fuckers and little fuckers, too. That
means I’ve got roach fuckin’ going on in my own home.”
Gino, who had gotten into our pharmaceutical stash earlier, ignored the
hillbilly, and said, “So, we’ll take a car that’s already got it coming. I’ll find an old one
that’s easy to steal.”
I’d asked him if he’d show me how to hotwire a car. I knew Gino had been
in a carjacking ring a while back. He’d even been booked a couple times because of
it, though he always blamed the arrests on others in his crew. To him, stealing cars
represented a hobby or something. I wanted in, I don’t know, to prove that I could do
it. I didn’t want to keep the car, just possess it for a while. To know that all this wealth
scattered around parking lots and storefronts could be mine if I wanted it. Having
something isn’t as important as knowing that I could have it. Anyway, Gino said he’d
show me.
Gino didn’t realize that his hands stayed clasped on the nozzle and a big puddle
of pest spray had collected on the floor.
“And to think,” the hillbilly continued, “at this rate those little fuckers will
grow the size of eggs. And then what would I do?”
I nudged Gino and pointed to the puddle of poison. He shrugged and began
spreading the glob around with the sole of his shoe. “You got any dogs?” he asked the
hillbilly.
The hillbilly, his mouth filled with half-chewed pizza rolls, said, “A Rottweiler,
why?”
“A big one?” Gino asked.
“She’s still a puppy. But she’s outside somewhere. What’s it matter?”
Gino wiped his feet off on a rug near the living room. “My cousin’s a breeder,”
he said.
We finished spraying and once the hillbilly paid up we headed back to Gino’s
truck. As he put the canisters into the truck bed, I noticed that his hands were wet
with spray. He wiped it off on his jeans and said, “The guy had a nice Les Paul in the
bedroom. I thought about taking it, but I’m ethical. He didn’t have much.” I realized
that I didn’t understand the dilemma, but said nothing.
From the grass, what must have been the hillbilly’s little Rottweiler scurried
toward us. It went straight for Gino, sticking its tongue out and almost smiling. Gino
petted the dog, and it seemed to enjoy licking his hand, then it leaped toward his crotch
in excitement. I came over to pet the Rottweiler, too, but it squealed and ran back
toward the grass.
“See,” Gino said. “Even the dog knows you’re a peckerhead.” He always called
me a peckerhead.
Since Gino had been eating downers, I told him I’d drive. Before I started
her up, I stared at the photo of Che that hung by a string from Gino’s rearview
mirror. Looking at it made me want to buy a new hat, one that would make me look
commanding.
I checked behind us for the Rottweiler as I pulled out of the hillbilly’s driveway,
19
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if you want to call it that. Then I said, “Gino, how’d you get into stealing cars?”
“You know,” Gino said, “I’m not really sure. It’s like one minute you wake up
and you’re driving around in a car that don’t belong to you. At that point, there’s no
putting the thing back.”
“But, I mean, how did you decide to steal it in the first place?”
“You don’t decide,” Gino replied. “You just end up doing it.”
When Sierra told me she was pregnant, I thought about throwing her out for
good that time. But, since I knew I could never have a kid, I decided not to act rashly.
Still, I came to dislike the idea of having a kid between us. The way I wanted it, I
would be taking care of Sierra, not some tyke. Furthermore, I didn’t care for the way
she hovered the kid over me, as if I was
supposed to change for it. She wouldn’t
tell me who the father was, only that it happened with some stranger at the Latin dance
club on a night I had locked her out of the apartment. But I didn’t believe her. I’d always
known she was a serial liar. Like the first time I really rapped with her, she told me she
looked young but was actually an FBI agent sent to catch perverts. Honestly, I’ve always
been attracted to girls that lie to me. Keeps me nimble.
She wanted me to go with her to the doctor to check the kid out. I didn’t
really care for the idea of seeing the little bastard, but I went. I’d grown to consider the
growth in her stomach not as a kid, but as part of Sierra. I didn’t even wonder whether
it was a boy or a girl anymore.
Nevertheless, I did go. I saw the pictures. The kid looked like a little blob, I
admit. I could hardly tell where kid ended and stomach began, but Sierra pointed it out
right away. She said, “Look at our little niño. Aren’t you going to be a happy father?”
But I wasn’t the father, and I said so. Sierra went as if she would lunge for me,
but realized that the doctor still had the ultrasound pressed against her. The doctor
sighed impatiently.
On the way home, Sierra said, “What did you mean, you’re not going to be
a father? We’re going to have a kid together, and you go and say some stupid shit like
that.”
“What did you expect me to say?” I asked. “It’s not my kid.”
Sierra scratched my arm with her middle-school press-on nails, making me
swerve into the other lane. “You motherfucker,” she said. “You’re going to leave me.”
I shoved her and straightened the car out. “I just might. Leave you and your
little bastard kid on the street where you belong.”
“Why don’t you fucking leave me right now?” Again she came at me with her
nails, but I pushed her face back with my palm. She tried to bite my fingers, and I pulled
the car over.
“You little brat,” I said. “Get out.” And I left her there.
A few miles later, I felt sorry for leaving her. I don’t know why. I didn’t want
the kid. At the same time, I didn’t have anybody else. My mother died when I was a
kid, and I wasn’t on speaking terms with my father, who kicked me out years ago for
pawning my mother’s old jewelry. At least I couldn’t dispute that Sierra cared. I got
20
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to thinking about the times I first noticed her walking home from high school, when I
used to wonder about how nice it would be to have her. Now she was gone again and I
found that I was scared that she wouldn’t come back, but not because I needed her or
anything. No—because I felt less like a man, or something.
But she did come back to the apartment later that night. I took her in my arms
and she said, “I missed you. Our little niño, too. Our little family.”
The first time I stole a car with Gino, I mostly observed. I didn’t know the first
thing about hot-wiring, but Gino looked so in control with his head hunched under the
steering wheel of this red, piece-of-shit nineties Mustang. I didn’t say anything. Since
it was my first steal, he chose an obviously neglected car. He noticed that this Mustang
had been sitting at a falling-apart strip mall on the west side for a week, unlocked.
“Hell, we may be doing the owner a favor,” Gino had said.
I leaned forward to see how Gino handled the wires, and my head made a
shadow that obscured his view. “Outta the way, you peckerhead,” he said.
“Enough with the peckerhead stuff,” I said for the first time. “I want to see
what you’re doing.” I figured the time had come to learn how to handle an automobile.
My dad ran an auto shop when I was a kid, but I never cared enough to learn a useful
thing about cars. I spent most of my time by myself.
“On these old things?” Gino said. “You just gotta cross the red wires.You really
are a peckerhead.” He showed me the wires. “See?”
I shrugged. I just never cared about cars, is all, I repeated to myself. Until now.
Gino got the car started and told me to get in, but I hesitated. The unlubricated
wheeze of the Mustang’s old engine let me know that the steal would really happen.
I realized that I half-expected the car wouldn’t start, that I actually didn’t want it to
start. I felt a little chickenshit, truthfully. To take something when you’re used to rolling
with a world that’s stacked against you—that’s a real tough decision to make when you
finally can.
“Where are we taking it?” I said.
“Don’t just stand there,” Gino said, disregarding my question. “Get in. Let’s
have some fun.”
I seriously thought about turning around. I’d go looking for Sierra, who had
left a week before. I thought she’d come back to get her things, at least, but she didn’t.
Maybe she’d gone back with her parents. I knew I could find her. Instead, I got in the
car. We ditched it in the muddy forest near the river and junked it. I used a crowbar
to smash in the windows. As the window crumbled, I suddenly understood Gino’s
obsession with stealing cars. It was exhilarating, the power that came from smashing it,
showing myself that I could destroy.
Sierra left after I told her that I wanted the kid gotten rid of. We were eating
cannolis at the Italian festival. I don’t know why I chose to tell her in public, much less
at a celebration like that. I just remember staring into her cherry Coke and saying it.
“What did you say?”
21

Fiction									

“I said we should get rid of the kid.”
Well, Sierra didn’t say anything in reply. She just burst into tears. When she
cried, and her make-up ran, she looked even younger that she looks naturally. Much too
young to be pregnant. It made me uncomfortable when she cried, and at that time, she
seemed to be crying all the time.
“It’s a simple procedure,” I said. “They don’t even have to suck it out anymore.”
I thought I was being strong for her.
After I said that, Sierra got up, knocking her Coke onto my lap, and ran
toward the festival crowd. I went after her. She ran fast for someone pregnant. Probably
because she looked so young and was crying and all, most people let her push through.
She tripped over the curb and fell onto the ground, right next to the immigrant
statue. I caught up and lifted her up by one arm. With the other, she punched me in the
gut. “I’ll suck out your balls, motherfucker,” she said.
My hand clenched into a fist. I thought about hitting her back, her and the kid,
as hard as I could. I really considered it. I thought I would. But I didn’t. I let go of her
arm and she continued running. I let her. I noticed a crowd had gathered, and I walked
toward it.
She didn’t come back.
After trashing the Mustang, we walked across town to Gino’s place. Gino had
wanted me to take a souvenir—the car’s radio or something—to remember my first
time, but I didn’t see the need. I felt in control in a way I’d never felt before, with or
without a souvenir. “If you want to do this again,” Gino said, “we’ll do it the right way
and make a little cash.”
Gino lived in a cheap rental house with his girlfriend—who turned out to be a
real junkie—and a kid from an ex-wife. When we got in, the kid was swashbuckling the
exterminator canister with a butter knife, shouting “walk the plank” and other pirate
lingo he must have picked up from a movie. Gino had told me the doctor said that the
kid suffered from pretty bad ADD, but he didn’t believe in the diagnosis. As a result,
he hocked the medication, or took it himself. He also collected disability on the kid,
though he never explained how.
“Go to bed,” he said. The kid groaned, flipped Gino the bird, and before
running off, said, “You’re number one!” Gino’s girlfriend was probably in bed, on
drugs, or both.
Later, after we’d been drinking, I said, “It must take a lot out of you having a
kid like that.”
“I almost didn’t have him,” said Gino. “When I was with my ex-wife, I paid a
guy to beat her stomach in. I had it all ready to go, but I called it off at the last minute.”
He paused and added, “Not to say I regret it. I’m glad I’ve got little Gino Jr. now. And
definitely not to give you any ideas with your girl.”
“She ain’t my girl anymore,” I said. “She left.”
Gino chuckled. “I seem to remember you sayin’ that little girl of yours always
comes back,” he said. “Who’s to say she ain’t at your door right now?”
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The Coffee Shop
Chronicles
I guess we all knew about Rafi and his crew. In a city this big, you can’t worry
yourself over crimes like that. Anyway, he did a lot for the neighborhood, really. He
knew everybody and he was always around to help. Anytime anybody gave someone in
the neighborhood any trouble, Rafi knew about it, and he’d send his guys out to take
care of the problem.
I moved out here when I was a kid, long before Rafi got here. My ma got
into some trouble and left me with my Tia Lola. I didn’t mind too much. She was a
livewire and a social butterfly, always attending this gala and that. She had hair dyed a
wild flame-red color, a ridiculous amount of day-glo color-coordinated outfits, and a
tiny Yorkie, Fuego, with ribbons in his fur to match. She never left the house without
a dirty martini and a pack of cigarettes, and she littered our little slice of the city
with infectious laughter. She was loyal only to her friends. And she knew how to get
whatever she wanted from the men that flocked to her. But she was always sweet on
me. Gave me whatever I wanted, as long as I never got into any real trouble. And I
never did. I guess because I was the only stable guy in her life.
Life went by pretty smoothly for me. I went to school and I helped Lola with
her parties. I went out with friends. On Sundays, I went with Lola to the farmers
market to buy fresh fruit and she would make homemade ice cream. Then she would
invite her friends in the afternoon to help us eat it. The conversation would always
go the same. Eventually one of them would tell Lola as much as she liked the ice
cream, she should come to church again sometime. To this, Lola would fan the air
with her hands as if dispelling a nasty stench and say, “I have better things to do than
talk to God every Sunday. Besides, He and I will just have more to talk about when I
get there.” Then, like clockwork, she would change the subject by turning to me and
saying, “Hey, Andreas, when are you going to bring a girl around here, huh?” And she
and her girlfriends would go off about the girls in the neighborhood, and I would tune
them out until the subject changed again.
Nobody expected things to go sour for Rafi. He was a careful guy. He
spent fifteen years in this part of the city, scoping out the territory, the threats, the
competition, and getting to know the locals before he tried to make his place. He was
very careful about the way he built his reputation. He was always nice to everybody,
and he was very loyal. But if you were from another part of the city and you messed
with someone from around here? You were out. The police were never able to pin it
on Rafi, but everyone around here got the idea. Pretty soon local shop and restaurant
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owners started getting pretty friendly with him. And all the single moms on the block
had his number and—all of a sudden—some rather lavish jewelry.
Nobody knew where he lived or where he got his money and nobody dared
ask him. Except, of course, Lola. One day, Rafi came by for a drink before dinner. He
was kissing her neck as she stirred spaghetti sauce when I got home, so I didn’t go in to
the kitchen to bother them. I had just sprawled out on the couch with the paper when
I heard a delighted shriek from the kitchen.
“Dios mio, Rafi. It’s beautiful!” I heard his deep, grumbly laugh and them
kissing before she said, “Ay, Rafi, where do you get all this money, anyway?”
It got very quiet then, and I wondered if they could hear me leaning forward
to eavesdrop, but he just said, “I got a business on the other side of the city, you know.
What’s the problem?”
“Nothing, mi amor. You wouldn’t want anybody to get the wrong idea, you
know?” Then I heard him clear his throat and the ice shake in his whiskey glass.
The following week, just after my nineteenth birthday, he opened up The
Beanery at the southeast corner of Patterson Park and turned the whole neighborhood
around. Our small section of town became a community, a friendly neighborhood in
a big city. Everybody started getting to know everybody else and all of the sudden
business was booming for everyone, not just Rafi.
I loved working at The Beanery. Rafi was an easy enough guy to work for—
he was never there. He only showed up between 9:00 and 10:00 every morning to
check the numbers. As long as those were fine and the shop was stocked, he didn’t care
about what anybody did or how anything got done. Everyone from the neighborhood
would come in, and a lot of them started coming in every day. I finally felt a part of
the community when I started getting to know the regulars. I’d been at the shop about
three years when it all went down.
The day started off just about the same as any other. The dusty gray sky was
barely rimmed with pink as I awoke. I scuffled around the apartment as quietly as
possible. Lola had probably just gone to bed a few short hours ago, judging by the mess
in the living room. I’d heard her stumble in late with a few friends, laughing wildly,
and had to put earplugs in to go back to sleep. The coffee table was sticky from what
appeared to be a spilled whiskey-soda. The vodka and whiskey were empty on the table
and dirty glasses were strewn about. A jar of olives was still open amid the mess. I
padded into the kitchen for a quick breakfast. Lola had left the refrigerator open again
though, and I had to trash everything.
I got to the shop early. Norma J and Emily were there already. I flipped the
lights on in the front and counted the drawers before going to the back to say hello.
I heard them before I even made my way to the kitchen, even over the sound of the
electric mixer.
“I tell ya, I can’t believe he ain’t givin’ us off on Christmas. I mean, we got
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to have off sometime. I was talkin’ to my sister an’ she says it just ain’t right,” Norma J
said, tears dripping down her face from chopping onions.
Emily said, “Girl, I know. Maybe he’ll at least pay us double.” She had the
mixer off now and was pouring batter into muffin tins. The whole shop smelled like
Emily’s pastries and Norma J’s famous soups.
“Good morning, ladies,” I said, reaching for a bag of coffee beans.
“Jesus, Andreas, I ain’t even heard you come in,” Norma J said.
“What’s goin’ down, hon?” Emily said.
“Just about ready to open up. Look at you, Em! You dyed your hair again.”
“Yup, I was feeling electric blue yesterday.”
I set the coffee to brew and restocked the espresso bar. I walked to the door
and unlocked it, flipping the sign to OPEN with my other hand. As usual, it was a slow
Friday morning. We didn’t have any customers except the regulars, and I spent most of
the morning reading the papers.
At about 11:30, Oliver came in looking a little flustered. He looked more
disheveled than usual. More so than just his permanent wardrobe of denim cut-offs and
ripped band t-shirts. Today was the first day I’d seen him come in alone.
“Hey, man, what’s good?” I said when he came up to the counter.
“Not a whole lot, bro.”
“Where’s Longface?” I said, turning to the espresso bar to make his usual
quadruple espresso over ice. He always took forever when he got to talking.
“Aw, man, he’s like, sick or somethin’. Last night, we were at like, this party,
man, you know? And he was all like somethin’ was up, you know? So I got, like,
worried, and so Jodie, you know, my girlfriend, Jodie, was all like, ‘You should take him
to the vet.’ So I had to take him to the vet and everything, man.”
“Is he okay?”
“Yeah, bro, totally fine. I just didn’t wanna take him out today after that
whole vet thing, you know, stress him out or nothin’. They had to take his temperature,
if ya know what I mean, and like, man, I wouldn’t wanna go outta my house for a while
if someone stuck a thermometer up my you-know-what, man. Hey listen—lemme ask
you somethin’ real quick.”
I figured he was going to try to sell me something. Everyone knew Oliver was
the friendly neighborhood pot dealer, but he was so nice even the most conservative
people never cared. Whenever he got in a new strain, he’d tell all the employees at
The Beanery first and sell for a “discounted” price in exchange for free coffee. When
I looked up from making his drink though, and saw him leaning in over the pick-up
counter, looking around all nervous, I knew something else was up.
I put the drink on the counter and said, “Go ahead, dude.”
He grabbed the cream from the counter and started fixing his drink. He
looked to his left and then to his right one more time and leaned in even closer.
“Listen, man, you don’t know anyone who grows, do you?”
“Weed? No, dude, sorry.”
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“No, no. ‘Cause, like, I just wanted to make sure, you know, ‘cause there’s
this grower, bro, out in Dundalk, and we’re gonna take his crop, man, ‘cause he fucked
some shit up, you know what I’m sayin’? And like, I wouldn’t wanna do that to someone
you know, you know what I mean, ‘cause you’re cool, man, and I’m not tryin’ to mess
anyone over.”
“Nope. You’re good. Steal away.”
He leaned in even closer and lowered his voice.
“He took my buddy’s cat, dude.”
“What?” I looked at him to make sure I had heard correctly, but his scraggly
face had softened into a sincere, worried expression.
“My buddy, Brian. He’s got like, this cat, you know? And this cat, man, it’s
like his family. And he, like, came home the other day, and the cat was just gone, you
know? And this grower, you know, dude from Dundalk, well he’d totally be behind
somethin’ sheisty like this, you know, man? And I, like, can’t let him get away with it.
That’s like if you stole my buddy’s brother, you know what I’m sayin’, man? That’s just
not cool.”
“Are you sure it was this guy that took the cat?”
“Yeah, dude, I’m tellin’ you. Shit’s goin’ down tonight. So, like, if you find
out someone you know who, like, knows him or whatever, hit me up before six. ‘Cause
this is some not cool stuff, bro. He’s gonna get it.”
He finished stirring his coffee and looked around again. He put his sunglasses
back on before leaving. Emily had just walked up behind me to put the last of the
morning’s fresh muffins out for display.
“What was that all about?” she said.
“I don’t even know.”
The next morning, I opened again. I was in the front scrubbing tables so I
could seem busy even though we had been slow again. Rafi was in the office in the
back, and when he came out I needed to look like I was doing something.
As I was wiping down the second to last table, I smelled a strong whiff of
unmistakable perfume.
“Andreas!” Lola’s voice rang out in the shop. I turned around, and there she
stood, modeling her freshly dyed, bright red haircut. “Do you like it?”
“Hey, Tia, look at you,” I said.
“Can you tell Rafi I’m here to see him?”
As I started walking back toward the office, I saw her start reapplying her
lipstick and ogling one of our customers—probably about ten years her junior.
“Ay, carajo! I told that damn hippie to wait a week,” I heard Rafi say from
inside the office. I paused at the door, which was closed. I heard something slam on
the desk and papers shuffling. “No. Now it has to be today. Are you sure you can aim?”
He was on the phone. I heard the safe slam shut and then a long silence. There was
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some muffled speech and finally he said, “Bueno. This better work.” The doorknob
turned and I quickly took a few steps back so he wouldn’t think I’d been listening. As
he opened the door, I walked toward him and we bumped into each other.
“Rafi. Lola is here for you,” I said. He smiled and walked briskly to the front.
“Hey, mamacita, you look fabulous.” She giggled and they started to walk out.
Just before closing the door behind them, Rafi turned to me and said, “Call me if
anything bad happens.”
“There’s takeout in the fridge if you’re hungry!” Lola called as the door closed.
The minutes ticked by slowly that day. The heat had everyone drowsy and
cooped up inside, and we had no customers. Emily and Norma J finished early, so I was
by myself trying not to watch the numbers on the digital clock change on the register.
The radio was broken, but at least the A/C still worked. I was working a double shift.
I swept the entire store five times and alphabetized our inventory to pass
the time. Eventually the hours dragged by and the sun started to dip. About twenty
minutes before close, when it started to get a little cooler out, a woman with a group
of children came in for ice cream. I took all their orders and scooped. I was getting
ready to start dumping coffee for close as they were leaving.
I turned around when I heard the woman shriek. Then I saw him. He was
about Rafi’s height, but heavier. He wore sunglasses. He was carrying a gun. A revolver.
“Get the fuck down!” he screamed and fired the gun. The woman screamed
again. “Shut up!” The bullet smashed the video camera. One of the kids started crying.
I ducked down behind the counter. “Not you, barista boy! I need to ask you a question.”
My palms started to sweat. I stood up. He was coming straight toward me,
revolver pointed at my face. I glanced toward the exit. My legs were frozen. Saliva
collected in my mouth. I felt sick.
“Where the fuck is Oliver?” he said.
“What?”
“You heard me. I know he hangs out here with you guys. He took something
of mine he shouldn’t have touched. Where is he?”
“I don’t know.”
“Wrong answer!” He fired the gun. My eyes squeezed shut. I heard the register
open. I wasn’t dead. The woman was hysterical. I opened my eyes. The bullet broke
the register drawer and it was open. Empty. He had the money. He was a good shot.
My knees buckled. I leaned on the counter. He pounded the counter with his fist and
I jerked up.
“He didn’t come in today. I dunno where he lives,” I said meekly.
He fired the gun again. The bullet went into the kitchen. I heard a clank, and
a hissing noise. I smelled smoke and burning plastic. He disappeared out the front and
around the corner to the park. The woman was on the floor cradling her children. I
felt heat on my back. I looked at the kitchen behind me. It was in flames.
“Run,” I said, jumping over the counter before I realized I was even in motion.
By the time we got out and made sure her kids were okay, The Beanery was on
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fire. Tongues of flame licked at the hot August air through the windows. Heavy black
smoke billowed out from under the doors and into the already dark sky.
A few days after they put the fire out, cops came looking for Rafi to make
sure his story checked out. They interviewed me, too, since I was the only employee
working at the time of the incident. I knew the guy in the sunglasses and the fire was
no accident, but I never said anything.
Turns out, Rafi’s brother, Carlos, was the guy in the sunglasses, and also,
incidentally, the grower from Dundalk. He was a pretty good shot. Rafi had been
using The Beanery to launder money, but the police were still trying to pin Rafi to some
of the crime going down. He knew he needed to make a seamless exit, so he planned
the shooting fire with Carlos. They were actually good friends with Oliver, who they
used to make it seem more like an accident. They’d wanted him to wait another week
so there was more money to take out of the register, but they still got a fair amount.
Carlos had been practicing his aim for months and, while it worked out that he hit the
video camera and money drawer, the most important shot was the gas line from the
oven that started the fire. They apologized, of course, for scaring the shit out of me,
but they needed to keep me in the dark.
After Rafi collected his insurance money from the fire, he and Lola moved into
a ritzy penthouse in a nicer part of the city. She left her place to me and every now
and then we meet for a late brunch or some homemade ice cream. Rafi’s crew never
gave anybody any trouble again and, as far as I knew, Rafi quit the business. He gave his
brother a share of the cut. He got what he wanted from it and he was set.
Norma J finally found a job that gave her off on Christmas out in the suburbs.
And Emily opened up her own pastry shop uptown. Oliver and Carlos continued their
business relationship, fueling the east side of Market Street with their marijuana needs
and hipster parties.
And as for me, I still hang around this part of the city. I’m getting to know the
locals before I try to make my place. I’m a pretty careful guy.
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STRETCH
Where the hurricane struck was overshadowed by where it didn’t.
A New York City apartment building has doormen named
Mentor and Patriot. I resist the impulse to give the address.
I have never had a mentor. I think it shows
something negative about me. The real patriots are the guys
on the football team. Who wears a hat theoretically depends
on the shapes of heads, but is often decided by other factors.
The two receptionists at a Raleigh medical building are named
Irene and Katrina. I resist the impulse to make up an address.
I have never had a sister. I think it shows
something meaningless about me. The real women are the ones
made of water and wind. Who tries to make their marriage work theoretically depends
on the advice of columnists, but is often decided by their readers.
When the hurricane struck, I was safe in Maine
and did my stretches in the moderate breeze.
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HAMARAND
Old King Balefoot sat on his throne, eating his curds and old hambones.
His hair was old, too—birds pecked at it.
In the fuzzy mornings he painted portraits of people, sipped coffee.
The vizier often visited with scones on a tray. They stared at knotty pines all knotted
up. It was
widely agreed at court that no word was more pleasant to say than England.
300 years later these two kids are kissing. Their genders are whatever. One has a lip
ring. Out
from the clouds comes a sun because they’re in a park. Those pigeons are going by, their
microscopic dirt bits are in these kids’ hair everyday. Atoms from Caesar’s pectoral
muscles get
in their eyes. Everything is imperceptibly, stupidly everywhere.
And if you look on this side of the map, you’ll see a drawing of a bear.
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COMIC SANS
This friendly font was intended as a consolation. Mary’s father told
her she was a star and pointed down. Sea lavender must
be cut with scissors, never pulled up by the root or, legally speaking,
touched at all. The mentally deficient used to run through movies
screaming, they were slack-jawed exclamation marks. Now they always make one welltimed
remark. Mary said she was ‘touched’ by the choice of Comic Sans on
the get-well card and ‘fondled’ by her father. Stars must be pulled up by the root, legally
speaking, then pressed and dried. The mentally exceptional used
to spend Thursday evenings at Mary’s house; her father held a salon. They
theorized a machine, strapped to the throat, that would end the ill-timed remark for
good. They
ran, screaming, into the sea, following the floor’s curve down.
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Aimee Millwood

Yoavi
He said he wouldn’t be staying long, and I believed him. “Just until the leaves
change,” he whispered with a wink. “I’ll be gone before you know it.”
I wondered why he was telling me this when we had just met. He explained
he was going back to Israel soon and that he was only home for a few months while his
knee recovered. He didn’t want me getting too close.
“What happened to it?” I asked, taking another sip of my drink.
“Gunshot wound,” he said quietly. “I was in the Israeli Defense Forces. Combat
unit.”
He didn’t say anything more about it. I soon learned that Yoav’s time spent
volunteering in the Israeli army wasn’t something he wanted to talk about much.
I asked to see it, and he set down his crutches and pulled up his pant leg. I tried not to
gasp in disgust. His leg was shriveled and purple, atrophied from being out of use for
so long. Before I could say anything, a friend of mine stumbled into me and slurred an
apology. Yoav lowered his pant leg and picked back up his crutch.
“Shots, shots, shots,” someone yelled from the kitchen and I rolled my eyes.
He touched my arm and asked me if I wanted to go somewhere quieter. We wandered
to the roof and found a secluded spot on a beer-stained couch. Yoav took my hand and
pointed to the sky, outlining Orion and the signs of the zodiac. “I’m a June Gemini, a
twin,” he said.
The party roared beneath us. Beer bottles smashed, fights broke out. We
fumbled around together on the couch, taking comfort in the anonymity of one other.
When I woke up in the morning, I picked up my clothes that were lying dirtied and
strewn about.
He laughed and said something in Hebrew I couldn’t understand. “Motek,
motek,” he said. I stumbled home, wiping sleep from my eyes. He said he would call. I
knew better than to believe it, but I still hoped that he would.
I didn’t know then how Yoav would edge into my life, whisking me away to
beaches and beds, on dates where he taught me how to make Turkish coffee, how to
blow a ring when smoking hookah, how to find the North Star. He captivated me
with stories of Tel Aviv and its marketplaces packed with loud women and bearded
men, of the synagogues and gunshots and kippas and little children running through
the streets, stories of his childhood growing up in Santa Barbara, his rabbi father, his
beautiful mother whose artwork decorated the walls of their home, his brothers, the
huge Shabbat dinners they hosted every Friday night.
“My mom makes challah like you wouldn’t believe,” he told me as his finger
traced my collarbone. His stories piled on top of me like blankets, and under them I
became cocooned inside a world that was as foreign and exciting as the young man who
was telling them to me.
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The stories I loved most, the stories I begged for, were the ones about his twin
brother Avi. When Yoav spoke of Avi his eyes lit up. It was rare to see Yoav like this—he
always seemed lost in a faraway place, filled with wisdom beyond his twenty-one years.
Sometimes when he was lost in thought, I studied him and tried to figure out what he
had seen in the army that hardened him so much, kept him so far away.
But when he spoke of Avi, he glowed. Growing up they had been each
other’s best friends, and they had never been separated until now. While Yoav was
home recovering, Avi was away at school at Brown. They missed each other terribly,
exchanging phone calls and e-mails many times a day.
“Avi and I were always causing trouble in high school. We loved to trick people
into mixing us up. Our parents were the hardest, but the teachers were easy. And
girls…girls were a riot to trick,” he said as he gazed off.
He told me stories about Avi and him everywhere: mountain climbing and
hiking through the Santa Barbara hills, throwing legendary parties on warm high school
nights, nights filled with pretty girls and first drags of cigarettes and stolen sips of beer,
in Europe together, drunkenly stumbling home from bars and discovering the world
through the windows of trains. When he talked about the years they spent volunteering
in the IDF together, his eyes glazed over. These were the stories with gaps.
When talk of the army came up he trailed off, brushed my hair back over my
ears and whispered to me, “You’re still such a little girl, you’re still so young.” I argued
that two years didn’t matter that much even though I knew that wasn’t what he meant.
Yoav kept me up until dawn, my eyes heavy and barely open. His whispers
filled my head, the rhythm of his voice easing me into the world of dreams. I curled up
next to him, struggling against sleep, while he urged me, “Stay up, stay up, there is no
time but right now. Why should we sleep?”
In the mornings when I awoke, he was always already up—one of the many
habits from the army that he hadn’t yet lost. He would be paging through a book about
finding peace in the Middle East, or e-mailing Avi, or getting back from smoking a
cigarette on the deck. He would smile at me as I stretched the sleep away, kiss me on
the forehead and pull me into him, tell me I should be getting home soon, before his
parents woke up.
I spent my days with the sounds of the marketplaces in Tel Aviv running
through my head, the taste of hummus and Gold Star beer in my mouth, the smell of
hookah filling up my nose, always waiting for the next time I got to be swept away by
Yoav.
Sometimes it was only a few days, other times whole weeks dragged along, but
unfailingly, after a slice of time had wedged its way between us, my phone would ring
and I would hear him on the other line, urging me with his charming voice, “Motek,
motek, come out tonight, come over.”
When Yoav’s knee got worse and he couldn’t drive to pick me up, months
went by without a word from him. One day he called me and told me to come over.
“How?” I said. “I don’t have a car.”
“Avi will pick you up. He’s home for break.”
Avi pulled up to my freshman dorm blasting Israeli music and smiling widely.
He rolled down the window as he called out to me.
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“So this is the beautiful girl my brother has been telling me so much about!”
he said as he kissed both my cheeks. I smiled even though I knew Yoav had probably
mentioned me only in passing, knew that to Yoav I was just one in a long string of girls
enamored with him.
That break the three of us spent long nights splashing around in the hot tub
in their backyard,the wide expanse of the Santa Barbara mountains working their way
around us.Yoav and Avi got into long debates about politics and philosophy, their quick
minds bouncing ideas off of one another. I tried to keep up, but got lost when the talks
turned to Israel, as they always inevitably did, and the discussions shifted to complicated
matters of lines and treaties, progress and obstacles, religion and identity. Instead of
trying to keep up, I rested my head against the hot tub, closed my eyes, and listened as
their voices rose into the early hours of the morning.
I observed Avi with fascination. He had the same teasing half smile as Yoav, the
same throaty laugh. They told me as children some people called them Yoavi because
they were inseparable and entirely indistinguishable.
With Avi,Yoav had the courage to speak about his time in the army, to open up
the box he had previously kept locked. I eagerly ate up this formerly forbidden part of
his life. I wanted every detail I could get about something so foreign to me.
Were girls in the army? Was it really required for everyone? Did they see
anyone die? Were they scared? When I asked why they went, why they gave up their
cushiony life in Santa Barbara and risked dying for a country that was not even their
own, they were patient as they tried to explain.
“It wasn’t about the fighting,” Yoav said. “It never was. It’s not about the war
or the hatred. We weren’t fighting against anyone. We were fighting for peace. We fight
for peace so that our children and the Israeli children and the Palestinian children will
not have to fight.”
“We fought to better understand the conflict. Our whole life our parents,
rabbis, Israeli friends told us about the fight, but we wanted to see it for ourselves, to
be there and to understand,” Avi added.
“And most of all,” said Yoav. “We wanted to learn from the Palestinians, we
wanted to see their side of the conflict. I do not believe the conflict will end until the
Israelis and Palestinians stop seeing each other as enemies and start seeing that peace
will only come through mutual understanding.”
“Our father always told us an enemy is only someone whose story you have
not yet heard.”
Some nights we spent with their Israeli friends, Tom and Ido. We holed up in
their apartment, surrounded by a haze of hookah and whiskey, watching Israeli movies I
couldn’t understand. Ido was always patient with me as he tried to explain the subtitles
and why they were funny, but the jokes always seemed to get lost in translation, so I just
nodded my head.
Yoav and Avi loved being around their Israeli friends, because for a brief sliver
of time they could go back to the country they both loved so much. Tom and Ido were
studying abroad in Santa Barbara and never wanted to leave. They laughed at each other,
two American boys who longed to go back to Israel sitting next to two Israelis who
would do anything to live permanently in the United States.
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Ido said the best thing America had that Israel didn’t was Domino’s. “And
whiskey,” Tom added, “You have better whiskey.”
Late nights when Ido called for pizza, he yelled into the phone with his heavy
accent, “And ze lava cakes! Don’t forget ze lava cakes!”
They told me that in Israel, people loved American foods, especially Sun Chips
and Dr. Pepper. By the way they guzzled down cans of Dr. Pepper, I imagined an entire
country subsisting only on whiskey, Dr. Pepper, and Sun Chips.
Sometimes when they were all together, out of habit they began to talk back
and forth in Hebrew, forgetting I was there.
“Speak English!” I yelled at them. They laughed and someone tried to translate
what was just said, but the conversation quickly lapsed right back into Hebrew again,
hard clicks of a language that I couldn’t comprehend.
I lost whole weeks in the haze of their apartment, falling asleep at night on the
couch while Yoav rubbed my back up and down.
During that winter, I learned about more than just the conflict in the Middle
East. Yoav and Avi taught me to look outside of myself, to stop just sighing when I saw
something on the news about the calamities bursting up like sores all around the world.
After the earthquake in Haiti,Yoav and Avi organized a huge event in downtown
Santa Barbara to raise money. At Brown, Avi founded the first group on campus whose
sole purpose was to promote open conversation between Israeli and Palestinian
students. That’s the type of people they were—they took action, they craved change.
“We’re going to change the world,” Yoav told me one night, tousling my hair
absentmindedly. “We’re going to find a way to bring peace.”
“You see, Aimee, everyone dies,” Avi added. “But not everyone truly lives. That
is why we dedicate our lives to fighting for peace, so that those who come after us will
be able to truly live.”
I laughed, watching the cigarette smoke rise into the mountains and enjoying
the warm Santa Barbara air curling around me in the hot tub.
“No really, Aimee. We’re going to do it.”
As much as I wanted to stay cemented in those moments, things changed, days
passed, time went on. Avi went back to Brown, Ido went back to Israel when his visa
expired, Tom moved into a new apartment. Yoav and I saw each other less and less—
we got busy, things came up, but I still heard his voice every few days on the phone.
I stopped sleeping in his bed, but he still held my hand when we were together. We
shifted into the comfort of friends easier than most people do. If I could go back now,
I wouldn’t have let things dim out, I would have held him close, I would have...
I would have stayed stuck in those weeks of winter break, stayed warm and
carefree in the hot tub, stayed up all night with the boys, fought against sleep to cling
on to those moments. I would have told them all how much I loved them, would have
stopped time, held on. I would have told Yoav and Avi that I never doubted that they
would change the world, not once. I would have done a lot of things, but I can’t go back
now, and no matter how much I try, I will never forget the call I got that morning, the
morning everything changed.
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Tom called me.
He told me.
It was about two in the morning. A drunk driver. Avi was walking a girl home
from the bar at Brown. When he saw the car he pushed her out of the way, sacrificing
himself.
Avi.
Avi.
Avi.
He couldn’t be gone, if he was gone then half of Yoav would be gone as well.
He couldn’t be gone, he was supposed to change the world. He couldn’t be gone, he
was too intelligent, too bright, too filled with life to be gone. He was going to change
the world, was to bring peace, he was going to, he was going to…
The day Avi died, Tom told me to come with him.
“Where are we going?” I remember asking him. With Avi gone there didn’t
seem to be anywhere to go. Everything was different now, the air stiffer, the sun less
bright.
He didn’t answer but we wandered on. Sometimes in death, silence is the
only communication that says what you need to say. We went to the I.V. Market and he
bought some groceries while I waited outside. I didn’t know why we would be getting
groceries at a time like this. He walked with me and as we sat down he pulled out his
purchases: whiskey, Dr. Pepper, and Sun Chips.

In loving memory of Avi Schaefer, a man who truly lived
6/11/1988 - 2/12/2010
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Elegy to R.M.O., Not
Yet Dead
Sometimes by color or the length of the sleeve,
she arranges his shirts.
Her keys have a skeleton.
She daydreams of her son’s adjustment.
Mojave desert sand trapped in a baby food jar becomes
decoration for Mother to set on her desk.
He looks for the Pacific to show him how to sit Indian style.
He falls again.
In his life it makes sense to inherit twenty-five people.
Cut teeth makes a person ill but is later very useful
to chew on bark in the middle of a nap.
He might circle around Ciprian Ave. and Jose St. again.
What should she know about walking
or wearing shoes in the summer?
She took off on a day-hike through the Santa Monica Mountains.
He realizes he is rarely found out.
Yes, the opossum is native here.
He reaches inside a black cloth bag,
pulls out a severed paw.
Each road-killed animal has a foot
that can be removed with a hand saw for the grab bag.
Does she know what happens if she lays down on the side of Interstate-40
and pretends to be dead?
Vultures circle around.
His thoughts seem to move into the dirt and creep into a deer’s carcass.
Nothing can remove the roots from a Joshua tree.
No pink tinted dawn light crawls through his small hazel irises.
He doesn’t know that this green bucket of blood,
or even if it was his,
would be the last light to invade the sky.
He knows anyone could be rich,
except the poor.
He wants to live in the land of buy-it-you-don’t-need-it.
Up where vodka doesn’t cloud the liver or make eyes
blood with shots.
Each sip hugs, holds, and harps to bring him up.
Yesterday he coughed blood, tomorrow only stars.
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Amy Cain

Donor
Joan heard about the attempted suicide from a friend over the phone and knew
immediately where she had been when it happened. She leaned toward the idea that
everything was connected, that a raindrop landing on the cheek of a boy in China was
felt at the exact same moment as a teardrop on the cheek of an old woman in Maine. So
she knew that when Raymond, her sperm donor, tried to drown himself in a Holiday
Inn bathroom on Lafayette in SoHo, it had happened at the very same moment that she
was giving baby Jack a bath in her and Beth’s apartment on West 207th.
Beth didn’t buy the theory. She told Joan she couldn’t know for sure and gave
her a pat on the head that Joan found condescending. She didn’t want to fight with Beth,
though. She just knew, and that was all.
It was the middle of the afternoon when it happened. Usually Jack had his bath
in the evening before bed, but his diaper had been so soiled that she didn’t think baby
wipes would do the trick.
In the tub, Jack sat in the water, slapping a sponge up and down, up and down,
laughing when droplets hit his face. Joan had stood for just a moment to grab the
shampoo from beside the sink and knocked over a cup in the process. After picking
it up, she turned around and found Jack on his back, face submerged underwater,
eyes open and round like two shiny nickels. Joan dropped the shampoo and frantically
scooped him out of the water, wrapping him in a towel while he gurgled and wailed.
She rubbed his back and realized that she was shaking and crying herself.
He calmed down eventually and started grabbing her earrings and plucking
her bra strap. But Joan still felt off balance, like something far worse had happened.
Loren called and told her about Raymond before Beth got home from the
university. He didn’t have any specific details, other than the bathtub and the Holiday
Inn. Just that it had happened, and Raymond was being rushed to the hospital, which
probably meant he was alive.
After they kissed Jack good night, Joan and Beth got more details. Raymond
was in the emergency room at the downtown Hospital. Soon he’d be transferred to a
psychiatric ward. Nobody was sure where. Loren said that Raymond’s wife, Karen, had
been treated at the hospital for shock after collapsing in the waiting area.
“We’ll have to go see him,” Joan said. Even as she said it, she wasn’t sure. There
was the feeling that they had been fooled. She and Beth had chosen Raymond as their
sperm donor because he seemed like the most sane, intelligent male in their friend
pool. He was also handsome and had those steel blue eyes that Joan wouldn’t have
minded being passed on to her child. But there was more than that, they both agreed.
They had sensed a connection with Raymond. They were drawn to him somehow.
Beth was shuffling through some bills at the kitchen table. “I don’t know.
Seems kind of uncomfortable to me. I wouldn’t want him there if I tried to kill myself.”
“Babe, don’t say that! God, I hate that.” Joan pouted and took a sip of wine. The
night had called for a glass of Cabernet, something to stop the jittering in her hands.
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“I’m sorry.” Beth looked up, cute in her librarian glasses and sloppy bun. It was
Joan’s favorite look for her.
“Anyway, I just think with him being Jack’s dad and all.” Joan took another
sip and stared up at the ceiling fan. “Did you see this coming? I mean, at all? Was there
something that we just missed about Ray?”
“Of course not. Sometimes people get sad and overwhelmed. Feel like they
don’t have options.”
“Aren’t you a little worried, though? For Jack?” It was a thought that had been
creeping up on Joan all evening.
“Why would I be worried for Jack? I’m worried about Raymond, yeah. Has
nothing to do with our little boy, though.”
“It’s just kind of scary. Someone who seemed so put together. I wonder if those
things are genetic.”
Beth got up and slid onto the cushion beside Joan. “Lemme have some of that.”
She took the glass.
Joan sniffed. “I love Jack. I don’t want him to end up crazy.”
“Aw, hon.” Beth handed the wine over and picked up Joan’s foot, massaging
with her thumbs. “You’re being so silly. Just relax. Jack is perfect.”
Joan tried to read in bed that night. She was halfway through War and Peace, a
winter goal that had leaked first into spring and now summer. It had seemed a feasible
plan back when she was pregnant with Jack, but now that he was around, she read at a
painfully slow rate, sometimes only a page a day. Beth asked why she didn’t just start
something shorter; at this speed she would finish the book in two years. Joan didn’t
care. She liked to finish what she started.
It was difficult to concentrate tonight, though. She found it troublesome
that Beth wasn’t worried, even a little, about Jack’s mental health. What if Raymond
was crazy? Schizophrenic, even. She had heard that a person could develop it without
warning. Tried to drown himself in a hotel bathtub—how fucking depressing.
She drifted off at some point and awoke later in the night to Jack’s screams.
She jumped up, scared until the sleepy haze dissolved. Just Jack. Probably hungry.
She looked at the clock as she lifted him from his crib; it was half past one. When she
offered him a breast, hoping to settle back under the covers while he drank, he sucked
for a moment and then began to wail again. She sighed and slipped out of the room so
Beth could sleep. She had to teach an 8:30 class the next morning.
While Joan rocked Jack, pacing all through the house, he continued to cry.
“Shh, shh, shh,” she said, bobbing him up and down, but he kept on. The sound
was growing shrill, like a dying crow. She tried feeding him again but he didn’t take, and
she pressed him to her chest, walking in circles, bouncing anxiously. Come on, come
on, just relax. Sleep. Was he sick? Please don’t be sick. What if he had an ear infection?
Something wrong with his heart? Maybe he was autistic and would never be able to tell
her what he needed, even when he did learn to talk. No, of course not. Just making
stuff up now. What if there was water in his lungs from the bath earlier?
Frustrated tears began to shine in her eyes, and then the bedroom door opened. Beth
stumbled out, blinking in the light from the kitchen. She came to Joan and leaned over
the baby, stroking his thin layer of hair. Joan could smell Beth’s stale morning breath,
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hot on her cheek.
“What’s the matter with Jack?” Beth asked.
Joan adjusted the baby in her arms. “He won’t stop. He’s been like this for the
last twenty minutes. You think he’s okay?”
“Oh, he’s just being a baby. Here, let me.” Beth took Jack and sat on the couch.
Joan was relieved. Beth had been an older sister, practically raised her youngest brother,
Benjamin. She was a natural with babies. If the world had been perfect, Beth would have
stayed home while Joan worked, but it was just the way things worked out with the
university. Better for Beth to keep her position at Columbia than take so much time off.
Joan sat down next to Beth and stared at the red-faced baby.
“Watch.” Beth sat him on her knee so that he faced them. She stuck her tongue
out and slurped it back into her mouth. She did it again and again, then made a farting
noise with her lips.
Jack stopped crying and looked at her. He hiccupped a few times. Beth did
it again, sticking her tongue out, farting and slurping at the baby. Finally he smiled,
shoving his fingers in his mouth, giggling a little.
They sat on the couch for a while, making faces at Jack. The clock ticked on
the wall above their heads, announcing the night going by.
“How are you so good at that?” Joan asked. “He must like you better.” She
didn’t really mean it. Only kind of.
“Oh, shut up.” Beth pulled Jack to her chest and rubbed his back. “You’re just
too pretty to be funny. Me? I have an ugly face. He can’t help but laugh. Heck, that’s
why you went through nine months of pregnancy and not me.”
Joan chuckled. “Whatever. Let’s go to bed.”
“Let’s.” Beth stood up and handed Jack over to Joan. He was almost asleep.
In the room, Joan stretched out on the covers and placed the dozing baby in between
their bodies so that they surrounded him like a pair of Byzantine angels.
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Stewart O’Nan

David Joseph:
Where do you write? Do you have a room in your house, do you write in
public?
Stewart O’Nan:
I normally write in my attic. It doesn’t have heat, which always keeps you on
guard. You can’t fall asleep up there, or you’ll die. All my books are up there—my
library, all my research stuff is there. I can sort of spread out and make a big mess if I
want to. I’ve got my bulletin board with stuff tacked all over it. I’ve got a big old desk
that I got at a department store thirty years ago. This desk is probably from the turn of
the last century—huge, it’s massive. I like just making a big mess and having piles of
stuff everywhere.
David:
Do you go up there a certain time every day?
O’Nan:
I try to go nine to five, I try to treat it like a job. I don’t have another job, I
don’t teach, I write. So when I’m working on a project and I have those free days I try
to make sure I take advantage of them, because a lot of other people I know don’t have
that opportunity. One double-spaced page, that’s my whole day’s work, three-hundred
words, that’s it, and I’ve got eight plus hours to get it in. I take my time, I sort of grind
away at it, take notes and look at things, wander around, look out the window, just little
by little. Just being very patient and understanding that something’s going to come. It
may not be good, but something is going to come. So I just hang in there.
Abby Hess:
So do you edit pretty thoroughly as you write?
O’Nan:
Yeah, unfortunately. The way I learned to write was to not just write sentenceto-sentence or scene-to-scene, but like word-to-word and syllable-to-syllable. So I
write rather poetically. So I’ll try to match vowel sounds or, you know, ‘I need a hard
consonant here,’ which is just the worst way to try to write, especially early drafts
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because it all has to be changed, all has to be fixed, all has to be broken again. So I end
up writing things really, really tight and having to smash them and break them up. Yes,
it’s definitely a bad way.
My first teacher, David Bradley, said, “All first drafts are shit.” It’s absolutely
true because you don’t know what you’re really saying, you don’t know really what
you’re writing about, you’re just feeling around in the dark trying to figure out what
might be next. So to worry so much about the language—it’s way too early to do that.
And language can take you in the wrong direction as well I think. I tried several books,
four or five books back, to write uglier, you know, to write crunchier and just leave
it. Just leave it. But I can’t, because I’m compulsive. That compulsiveness, which
brings me to the desk again, that brings me to the next scene, the next book, the next
whatever, is the same thing that makes me do the terrible thing, which is to polish
everything way too early. So it’s like you’re building a car and you’re polishing every
piece, you know, before you even put the car together. It doesn’t make sense, but I’m
stuck with it.
Abby:
So if you build that way, do you usually write just straight chronologically? I
know sometimes I don’t like what I’m doing so I want to jump ahead somewhere.
O’Nan:
No, I don’t let myself jump ahead there. In the old days, you know, five ten
years ago, I wrote a lot of things way out of sequence. I would never use sort of a
standard, straight-ahead chronological time-scheme—never. I loved jumping around
and crosscutting and messing around with the reader, dislocating them in a way. But
now I’m much more, you know, ‘Let’s just stick with a character, let’s go deeper. Let’s
just stay with them.’ And if I’m getting frustrated it’s not because of the character or
what they’re doing, it’s just because I’m being stupid. ‘Just stick with it and hang in
there more.’ I’m trying to be more patient, I guess, and hoping the reader will be too.
Abby:
I was wondering if you ever have, or if you still have, fear when you’re writing
a novel that it won’t finish or it won’t work.
O’Nan:
Of course. Definitely. That happens time and again. You think you’re going to
sit down and write this particular book—you’ve done research, you have all your stuff
together—and you’re like, Oh, I can see how this is going to work. And it doesn’t go
because you can’t feel it there. You have to feel it. Sometimes it’s good to be confused
or to be sort of lost in a way and just get closer to the characters somehow, to force you
to hang onto something rather than have this big scheme of I know where I’m going.
Just say, I’m going to hang in there with the character and whatever happens happens.
If I’m eventually going to cut it later, fine. If I have to cut the first seventy pages to get
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to where I really need to start, so be it. And again, to have just faith. But that fear is
always there, especially nowadays when publishing is becoming harder and harder, at
least with the big publishers in New York. Publishing outside of New York is getting
easier and easier. Getting stuff online and desktop publishing. And self-publishing
has gotten a lot easier. But there’s always that old school sentiment of, you know, I
want Viking to do my book, or Farrar, Strauss, or Grove/Atlantic, which doesn’t really
matter in the end.
Abby:
So have you had some that you’ve just put away? When do you know that it’s
finally done, that you can’t continue?
O’Nan:
When you think that you’ve gotten everything out of the character that you
possibly can, you’ve gotten it across to the reader, you’ve gotten their emotional
world across to the reader so that the reader understands the person, to the point
that that person can be understood, what the person has done can be understood.
Not everything can be understood of course. And usually that means finishing several
drafts, getting it to a point where I can get nothing else out of it, and then giving it to
a bunch of readers to read it. And then those readers will come back to me with their
comments on it, and I know what these particular readers are good at—some people
are good at long structure and paying off on promises you made early, some people are
very good at language, some people are very good at metaphor. So I will take their
comments and I’ll go back in and see if I can see what they saw.
I try to get a little outside of me, because sometimes you get way too close,
especially with a book that’s long, or a book that took a lot of time to write, or a book,
weirdly enough, for me, in the first or second person. When I’m in the third person
I’m much better at standing outside of the character and seeing how that character is.
When I’m in first or second person somehow I get too close. My friends will say, Boy,
that person’s crazy. And I’ll be like, Oh yeah? So getting perspective from the outside
really, really helps I think. And then going in and fixing it, and then sending it off to
my agent—my agent will have comments that he makes—and then sending it off to
my editor—my editor of course has many comments that he makes. Even the copyeditors, I mean, everybody wants something different, wants something changed. But
by the time that you get it through your first readers and do that fix, you should know
what you’ve got, or at least have a pretty good idea of what you’ve got there.
Get it the way that you want it, because often an agent or editor will want it a
different way for reasons that are sort of extra-curricular, you know, because they can
sell more copies, because it will appeal to a certain base. When, for me, in fiction my
responsibility is solely to the character, solely to the character, that’s it. If I’m true to
the character, then I think the book is a success.
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Abby:
Would you say that you almost don’t write to an audience, you write to the
character and try to get the truth out about that character? Or do you have an audience
in mind?
O’Nan:
I have an audience in mind, in that it’s anyone that’s over fifteen years of age
who’s relatively intelligent. I’m not writing heavy-duty, you know, heavy language,
heavy meta-fictional stuff. I mean, I’ve done some sort of meta-fictional stuff here and
there, and the language can be prettified. But, no, just regular, average readers who are
interested in characters who are more lifelike, more complex than the characters that,
say, a Nicholas Evans or a Nicholas Sparks or a John Grisham writes. Definitely literary
that is looking at, as Faulkner said, “the human heart in conflict with itself.” Or, you
know, ‘Why do we do the things that we do?’ ‘Why do we desire what is not good for
us?’ That sort of stuff. So I’m hoping that there’s a complexity there, but that anyone
who’s lived—and you don’t have to live seventy years to understand—anyone who’s
lived and experienced things can say, ‘Ah, yeah, yeah, I’ve felt that way,’ or ‘So that’s
how that feels.’
David:
Your novel The Odds is shorter as novels go, and to me it read a little bit like
a short story. How do you think the forms of short story and novel speak to and
challenge one another? What is each form’s role?
O’Nan:
A typical short story—not all short stories, a typical short story—seems to
me an instant in a life, an important instant in a life, an indelible moment in a life,
whereas I see a novel as more about telling a life story and covering a lot more time and
people taking stock of how they’ve done so far in their lives or where they are in their
lives, not just from that one instant, but in many different instants in their lives so that
you get a sense of them as a person in their whole life.
I see the tools of a short story usually are rendering and doing live scene, sort
of in live time, and using time now by saying, ‘Look, here we are in a scene, this is what
happens, here are people talking to each other.’ Whereas, it seems to me, in a novel
there’s lots more opportunity for digression and summary narration and moving time.
Usually that’s the difficulty in a novel, moving time. So in a short novel or in a novella,
sometimes what I like to do is to frame the time and say, ‘Look, it’s going to be this
weekend, that’s all it is, it’s this weekend and everything that goes on with them there
ties in with everything else that has happened before.’ Which I think you can do only
in a short novel rather than a short story, although Alice Monroe has done some good
stuff that almost mimics that. Some of her stories run sixty or seventy pages and have
different time frames.
But of course, you can do anything in either of them. They’re both very plastic
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forms. But I do think that the novel requires a little more depth, it requires more
patience in that you often don’t see, or can’t see, what the whole novel is, what the
story of the whole novel is or what the meaning of the whole novel is. Whereas in a
short story often, it seems to me, that you will be able to see that relatively early. Ten
pages in you’ll say, ‘Oh, I see what this is really about.’ With a novel sometimes you can
write a draft of three- or four-hundred pages and you’re like, ‘I’m completely lost, I
don’t know exactly what’s going on.’ I don’t find myself to be fully lost in a short story.
The clues are there from the very beginning, it’s kind of a lyric form, it’s a very small
space that you have to work with. You can hook the reader and keep them in with any
number of tools, whereas with a novel you really can’t. You can try to keep the novelreader in there with just language, but at some point it destroys so many other kinds of
possibilities for the book that it narrows the readership down. Something like William
Gass: The Tunnel. David Foster Wallace: Infinite Jest. At some point the hope that people
will just stay in for that breadth of mind—suddenly the readership just narrows down
and that fifteen year-old kid that I’m talking about, that I want for my reader, just
checks out and says, ‘I’m not going do this.’ Whereas the grad student is like, ‘Hooray,
I can write about this.’
Abby:
I read an interview where you said that you almost wear your characters’ masks,
it’s almost like acting, how close you get creating characters. I was just wondering if
you feel the same way in nonfiction since they’re characters that you don’t create, if you
still get as close.
O’Nan:
No, definitely not, definitely not. At least the kind of nonfiction I write. I’m
not writing what people call creative nonfiction. I write sort of the old-fashioned,
objective nonfiction—‘These events happened. They happened to these people at this
time. This is what these people did’—rather than sort of trying to inhabit their points
of view. That to me is the greatest tool you have as a writer, the point of view. Getting
deep, deep into the point of view so that you see the world the way the character sees
the world so that the reader can see the world in that way. But for nonfiction I wouldn’t
do that simply because I don’t believe it can be done in nonfiction. Whereas in fiction,
to me that’s what fiction’s really about. It’s about making that empathetic leap into
another person and trying to understand what’s going on within them, even though
really, in the real world, we can’t do that.
So I have a definite line between those two. I think in nonfiction the
responsibility is to the material and the responsibility is to the reader, to answer
whatever questions, if you can, if it’s possible, to answer those questions that the reader
has about the material.
David:
You wrote a nonfiction book with Stephen King about the Red Sox and I’m
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curious, what is it like to co-author something? Do you think you could ever co-author
a work of fiction? What are the complications in something like that?
O’Nan:
Working with Stephen King was very easy in one sense, because he works very
quickly. You don’t have to say, ‘I need that piece, I need it. It’s a week late.’ It’s already
done, it’s already there, it’s already polished, it’s in good shape. The difficulty then is,
you’ve got so much to cover and you have two writers who both write a lot and you
only have a certain amount of pages to do it in. So to cover a hundred-sixty-two game
season, plus post-season, plus pre-season, plus all the exterior kind of problems that
are going on in the team. How do you do that in less than, you know, ten thousand
pages? So it’s always being very selective. It was paring away and saying what’s really
important to be in the book and then keeping the book still somehow informal, because
it was supposed to be a conversation, and a conversation between two fans. You can’t
get too academic about it, you have to keep it sort of light. So that was difficult, but
actually working with his prose was really easy.
I’ve collaborated with Manette Ansay, a story writer and novelist, on a
screenplay involving the life of Clara Schumann and her romance with Brahms and her
marriage with Schumann. That was difficult because you always have a whole different
view of your subject. And not small things, not little things, you know, major, major
differences there. So there’s always this compromise, and I think that happens a lot,
especially in screenwriting. Eventually whatever screenplay that you write is also going
to be then changed later, so it’s a little easier to sort of let go.
In fiction I’m not sure how it would work. I fight my editor and my copyeditor
on everything, every little mark on the page, I’m going to fight for it if I believe strongly
in it, whereas, collaboration sometimes you have to say, ‘Well, you know, it’s a great
little section, but there’s no room for it. It’s not going to work there.’
Abby:
In the article you wrote, “The Lost World of Richard Yates,” you talked for a
while about Revolutionary Road and when you were talking about the characters April
and Frank it made me think a lot of The Odds because it’s a married couple and they
have problems. You called April and Frank in that book “…unremarkable, except that
Yates has made us understand their desires (which we share to some extent) and what
forces inside and outside of them have prevented them from fulfilling their dreams.” So
I wondered if you thought fiction is more realistic if the characters are unremarkable
and if you do see connections between April and Frank and Art and Marion.
O’Nan:
I don’t see so much the connections between the two couples, despite the
last name Wheeler there. Frank and April are essentially unhappy, and if they were
sentenced to each other then that’s why they’re unhappy, because they are sentenced
to each other and they are sentenced to this life, this suburban life that Yates, and to
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some extent Frank—who is this sort of Yates person in the book—sees as dead end and
numbing and not worthwhile.
I would say that my more unremarkable characters—couples especially, both
Fran and Ed from Songs for the Missing and Marion and Art—they would be happy with
that. They would be very happy with that life because they understand that that life
isn’t easily achieved and is as worthwhile and as wonderful as any other life that there
is, because there is happiness there. The couples are similar in that they are all unhappy,
but I think that Frank is unhappy with the entire idea of marriage, as Yates was I think.
Unremarkable characters are really hard to work with. I think they’re really
rewarding to work with because that’s most of us, right? That’s what Yates sort of hits
on really well in his fiction, is that all of his characters are relatively unremarkable
and they’re going through all the major changes and all the major problems that we
go through, which is growing up and learning who we are and fitting in or not fitting
in, falling in love and falling out of love, losing the people closest to us, trying to hang
on to what may be lost there, which is really, really important. I find that kind of
fiction, when it’s done well and done in a compelling fashion, to be utterly moving,
whereas the quirky character, you know, the goofy character, that doesn’t appeal to
me at all because it really often says very little about who we really are I think. I
mean you can try to, but you end up working with allegory, which I find stultifying.
Usually it’s an average person or an unremarkable person going through something that
is remarkable—usually that to me is very, very interesting.
But to take it all the way to the end would be the unremarkable person going
through something unremarkable and to somehow get that across to the reader in a way
that is compelling. That seems to me the ultimate achievement. That’s why I think a
person like Chekhov is such a great writer, because he can do that. He can really pull
that off and make us feel for these people who are just like us, who are going through
things just like us, without sort of ratcheting up the melodrama or throwing in sort of
the quirky, goofy character, or hyping up the language or the event. But it is tricky, it’s
very, very tricky, and there’s that which I often say, which is, “Dare to be dull, dare to
be boring.” There’s a really fine line between being so boring that no one wants to read
it at all and believing that readers will follow your character no matter what they’re
doing, which is true to some extent. Something like Wish You Were Here, which is
very large and nothing really happens. The reader is more patient, I think, than most
writers think, but the quality of observation has to be so high when you’re writing that
kind of stuff that it’s very difficult.
David:
Both in your article and in The Odds you talk about characters having this sense
of hope in, oftentimes, a sort of hopeless situation. Do you think that readers would
be able to connect with a character who didn’t have hope, or is hope a necessity for an
audience?
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O’Nan:
That’s a really tough question. That’s a good and very tough question, and one
I’m sort of grappling with right now. I want to say one of my least successful characters
is Tim in The Night Country in that he is beyond hope at this point, and basically his hope
is to kill himself. That’s hard for the audience to somehow root for the guy. ‘I hope
he gets to kill himself. Hooray!’ That’s really tough to do even though it is a natural
human desire to kill oneself. We do it. It’s hard to get the reader to cop to that desire
I guess.
I tried to write a novel about a woman who kills her child, because it is
something that people do and have historically done, but it’s so hard to get the reader
into that state of mind to understand how and why someone would do that. So I’d
probably say that the reader needs to respect the desire of the character to really go
with it. Even if they don’t quite understand it, they have to respect it, otherwise the
book won’t work.
Patty in The Good Wife, she waits for her husband to get out of prison for nearly
thirty years, and a lot of people are like, ‘Ah, she should have just left that bum ten or
fifteen pages in.’ They didn’t quite understand why she did it, but they could respect it
so they could finish the book. They knew that it was a thing that she would do. They
might not do it, but she would do it.
Flannery O’Connor said a neighbor of hers said to her about one of her stories,
“That sure showed how some people would do.” And that’s what you’re doing—you’re
trying to show how some people would do. They don’t have to do it the way that the
reader would do it. They don’t have to respond to, say, their daughter gone missing
the way that the reader would—and the reader I think understands that there are
many ways to respond to that—but the way that they respond, they have to respect it
somehow. Otherwise they’re just going to check out. They’ll say, ‘Nobody would do
that, no one in the world would do that,’ or ‘I don’t want to follow someone who would
do that.’
That’s a real tough question. It’s one I’m always trying to figure out because
I’m not doing the typical sympathetic point of view narrator. I just don’t do that. You
look at any of the books, none of the people are wonderful and saintly, and the fact that
the more saintly they are usually, the worse things they end up doing to people. Like
Jacob in Prayer for the Dying tries to do his very, very best for everybody, and in the end
he becomes involved in murder, cannibalism, and necrophilia. That’s my saintly person.
Larry in Names of the Dead is a combat medic and he’s being asked to do impossible
things in Vietnam to help keep his platoon alive and he can’t do it. And the way that he
responds to that is to do other terrible things. I’m always working in a very, very, very
gray and sometimes very dark zone. But people say my stuff is getting cheerier and
funnier.
Abby:
You said that it was, Yates’ “insistence on the blunt reality of failure” that
drew you to Yates, and that you admired how he wouldn’t “soften the blows,” that “the
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characters earn their downfall: seem fated to it.” Do you strive for this in your writing?
And also, what does it mean that Art and Marion win the money in the end of The Odds?
Were you trying to soften the blow?
O’Nan:
I may have been a little bit for them, because I felt so much for them at that
point. The ultimate blow will not be softened, I think, which is that the relationship
doesn’t really depend on money at all really. What I like about Yates is what Chekhov
said, and I say this all the time, Chekhov said when you want the audience to feel more
for your character that you as the writer need to be colder, you have to sort of pull back
and let that bad thing happen, and make sure that we feel it. Don’t comment on it,
don’t couch it in anything, just sort of leave it there. Let the bad thing happen. Usually
that’s how it happens.
Throughout The Odds certainly there are these cringe-worthy moments where
they just do not connect at all. Connecting means everything really to Art and so when
things go wrong he’s like, ‘Gah,’ you know, and the audience is like, ‘Ay, it’s not good.’
But, yeah, the ending of The Odds, I guess it’s sort of a little different for me in that it
was surprising because I didn’t think that they were actually going to win the money.
It’s just luck, you know, it’s just stupid luck. And then I realized that really what was
important about the book and about the marriage was not, weirdly enough, the ending.
What was really important about it was everything that went before, which was these
twenty plus years that they spent with each other. That was the good thing, that was
the winning thing. That was what they won. “They had already won,” because they had
been together. And if it didn’t turn out well in the end, that finally doesn’t matter,
that doesn’t overshadow everything that they had before. I thought, ‘Oh, that’s kind
of interesting and I can just leave it like that.’ And the reader, the good reader, will
naturally sort of just keep going on and think, ‘Oh, what will really happen now? What
will really happen.’ And they’ll be like, ‘Eh, not great things. Great things are not
going to happen to them.’ But this one moment kind of worked out I thought.
That’s kind of an odd, paradoxical place to leave them and leave the reader. As
soon as I wrote it down I was like, ‘Shit, that’s the ending, there it is.’ I had no idea. I
was like, ‘Now, okay, there it is. Just, you know, walk away.’ So some people might see
that as being a happier ending than they expected. But they’ve got to wake up that next
morning and get on that damn bus and go back to Cleveland. Poor bastards. Typically
I’ve left sort of ironic, happy endings. At the end of The Good Wife the husband comes
home from prison after all this time and it’s clear that he’s having major problems
readjusting to any kind of regular life. But she’s so happy to have him home that the
book ends with the line, “Finally they’ve made it,” when we realize as readers that this is
just the beginning, this is just the start of it. So I had some of the same reaction to that
for readers who only sort of stop at what’s on the page rather than what’s happening in
that world.
David:
How do your loved ones respond to reading work about relationships that are
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so intimate, but, ultimately, extremely damaged?
O’Nan:
I think they’ve gotten used to it. Everything from the beginning—my first
stories and first novel, Snow Angels—is about damaged relationships. I’m just sort of
drawn to them. What was the Tolstoy? “All happy families are alike.” You know, no one
really wants to read about a happy family, or there’s no need to write about a happy
family. They’re kind of used to the dysfunction. At least my later work isn’t quite as
gruesome. The body count isn’t nearly as high.
Abby:
In your article you talk about Yates’ book A Special Providence, and how it
didn’t receive as much attention, one reason being that it didn’t seem to “speak for
a generation.” I wonder how important you think that is, to have a book speak for a
generation.
O’Nan:
Yeah, I don’t. I think, again, that’s an extracurricular kind of worry that some
might have, or a marketing kind of thing. In the case of A Special Providence it’s just very
pointed in that, here’s a war novel that comes out in 1968 in the middle of the antiwar demonstration. So there’s a disconnect between the readership, of what they’re
thinking, what they’re feeling, and what Yates is giving them. That idea of a book or
writers having to represent a certain amount or part of America I think is kind of
dangerous in a way. Even if you go back and say, ‘Okay, Faulkner’s your southern
writer. He represents the South. This one guy, this one drunk guy.’ I don’t like that
kind of representative politics in writing, I think it’s bogus.
Abby:
Other than Yates, who are some of your favorite ‘forgotten writers?’
O’Nan:
What’s a forgotten writer? I mean, one of my favorite writers is William
Maxwell, one of my very favorite writers. And he’s a very sort of mainstream writer
in that his books were on the bestseller list, his books are prized by fellow writers, he
was the fiction editor of the New Yorker for forty plus years. He was a guy at sort of
the center of American writing and publishing for a long time. But someone the other
day said, “Who reads William Maxwell anymore?” It’s a really good question, because
I read William Maxwell all the time, but I’m just another writer. My list is very, very
different from the list of the people that buy their books at Costco or the people that
go to the library and take out whatever is on that list of bestsellers, or whatever Oprah
tells you to read.
So forgotten writers could be almost all interesting writers, they’re kind of
forgotten in a way. If people are reading nothing but Mockingjay and the Twilight series
and whatever junky book becomes the popular book, that means that people are not
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reading Alice Monroe or Virginia Woolf or Margaret Atwood. These people, we don’t
think of them as forgotten, we think of them as famous writers. But if the books aren’t
being read, what good is that fame? It’s not five hundred thousand people reading the
one book at one time like The Hunger Games kind of thing. It’s one reader, one book, at
a certain, specific, important time and the reader being somehow drawn into the book,
empathizing and being moved. That’s a huge, huge thing, and to want that to happen
on a massive scale is, I think, misguided in a way.
So my forgotten writers are the writers that I love that I know are not being
read out there, Richard Yates obviously one of them. Alice Monroe may be on the
bestseller list, but how many people are reading her deeply? The odore Weesner wrote
a great book called The True Detective. That’s a book that’s been totally forgotten. It’s
out of print, I think they’re just now getting it into an EBook version, but there hasn’t
been a print version in twenty-five years. It’s a great book, great, great book, and
probably less than a few thousand people have read it.
David:
What other writers do you steal from? Who are your biggest influences,
forgotten or not?
O’Nan:
My biggest influences, wow. That’s tough. It’s a compendium, it’s everything,
everything that I’ve ever read or looked at hard or absorbed by accident. I just grab it
from wherever I can get it, whether that means music or art or TV or movies or books
or poetry or nonfiction or anything, anything at all. It all goes in this big hopper and
as you’re working things will pop up and you’re like, ‘Oh, I can use that.’ You try not
to worry too much about where that stuff came from. And the best is when you look
back at a book and you start reading through and you’re like, ‘Where the hell did that
come from?’ You’ve forgotten, because in the first place you didn’t even know. It’s
staying alert and keeping your eyes open and learning from everything that you read
and everything that you see.
Like today I was driving along on some dumpy little route and I went past a
road called Toad Town Road. Toad Town Road, that is awesome. That is somehow going
to get in a book somewhere. Somewhere that’s getting in a book. Just everything,
everything like that, keeping your eyes open. And when you’re writing and you’re
involved in a project, that’s when you get sort of magnetized and things stick to you,
because you’re always looking, because you know, ‘I need to fill this book somehow
with the spirit of life and with the world, with the things of the world that I don’t want
to be forgotten.’ And so you’re always sort of being very inquisitive and grabbing stuff
and shoving it in a book and hoping it’ll fit.
And everybody. I’m shameless, I’m really shameless. Your relatives always
think that they’re everybody in every book, they always think that. They think you have
nothing better than to spy on them. Sometimes it’s true, sometimes they give you good
stuff, especially for dialogue, which I’m not very good at. I like to really just keep my
ears open and when I hear something I write it down.
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There’s this line in The Odds when they hear the argument on the street between
the two people from the bus and the woman says, “Well you already ruined that with
your stupid fucking comment.” That’s straight from the streets of Niagara Falls. I was
walking by this couple and they were arguing back and forth and the guy’s trying to get
real close to her like, “Baby, baby, baby,” and she’s like, “Well you already fucking ruined
it with your stupid comment.” Immediately, that’s going straight in there.
Another one was I was walking home from the Pirate game over the Clemente
Bridge and there was, again, a young couple arguing. This guy—and I know because
he was sitting in our section—almost got in a fight with a guy behind him. They were
going back and forth and almost got in a fight. And it turned out as I walking across
listening to them talk, he was actually on probation for getting in a fight the other time.
And the woman was all worried that he was going to get in a fight and then get put in
jail and be taken away and all that. And at one point he’s telling her he wouldn’t do that
because he knew and she says, “I don’t know that, Roy. I don’t know that, Roy.” I’ve
written that down, it’s on a bulletin board at home. “I don’t know that, Roy.” Somehow
that’s going to get in there. I’m always watching, always looking. The writer is both a
detective and a spy.
Abby:
One of your stories appears in Neil Gaiman’s recent anthology Stories. What is
your relationship with him like?
O’Nan:
I’ve met him I think once very, very briefly at some sci-fi/ horror convention,
because I am, in some weird ways I am a horror writer. Yeah, I mean I know his work
and, nice guy. He tends to wear all black, no yellow, no gold. Yeah, nice guy, pop writer,
interesting dude. I think he’s of a generation maybe a little younger than mine and so
I don’t think his work has influenced me in the way that the people of the generation
just older than mine influenced me. People like Clyde Barker, Stephen King, Peter
Straub, Richard Matheson, Charles Beaumont, Ray Bradbury, Shelby Jackson, Harlan
Ellison. All of those sort of pulp writers and pop writers, especially the horror and
sci-fi writers have meant a great, great deal to me. And probably if I were younger,
Gaiman’s work would probably mean that to me, but at this point I think I’ve sort of
stopped reading that stuff. I’ve stopped absorbing it uncritically.
The first books I really, really loved were the Tarzan series. I loved the Tarzan
series. It got me all excited about this other world that I could go into and there are
all these characters and stuff. I look at them now and I’m like, ‘Eh.’ There’s obviously
some problems with the Tarzan series, and in many different respects, but at that point
I was just gobbling the stuff down totally uncritically. And it helped me sort of, I guess,
figure out what kind of writer I wanted to be, or what I wanted to do in my writing.
David:
I’ve heard some writers say that they don’t particularly like spending time with
other writers. At Susquehanna we have an entire major devoted to Creative Writing,
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so we’re constantly critiquing, encouraging, and competing with one another. Do you
lean more toward being a reclusive writer or the community writer personality?
O’Nan:
A little bit of both. I mean, obviously, when you’re writing you’re going to sit
in a room by yourself. That’s your major job is to be away from all that stuff. But when
you come out of that room, I like to be around other writers, I like to sort of bounce
things off other writers and say, you know, ‘What do you think of this?’ or ‘Have you
heard of this?’ or ‘Have you seen a second person used in this way?’ or ‘How do I move
time in the present tense?’ There’s so many questions that other writers can help you
with with your own writing. And I mean, first, just to turn you onto books that you
haven’t found yet that you kind of need to read to see what they do so that if you run
into something later on you can use that tactic.
I like to hang around with other writers. That first line of readers that reads
my manuscripts is mostly other writers. My wife is in that line, she doesn’t write,
but I mean: Stephen King, Dennis Lehane, Susan Straight, Luis Urrea, Manette Ansay,
Paul Cody. All these writers will get back to me and they’ll beat the crap out of that
manuscript. They know that that is going to be good for the book. They’re not going
to be like, say, my mother-in-law who would say, ‘Oh, that’s wonderful.’ I don’t need
that. I need someone to say, ‘Look, man, I think that second section goes on way too
long. It could be about half the size.’
Once I showed a manuscript to Jonathan Lethem and he said, “It wants to be a
poem.” He was right, he was right, it wants to be a poem. I like having other readers
as eyes. I think other readers, most of the ones I know, are very inquisitive and know
so much more about the world than I do. And remember, I came from an engineering
background, so when I was starting writing I had no community whatsoever. It was
me in a basement. Now it’s me in an attic, but now I know all these other people. Yes,
the basement wasn’t heated either. At least it’s not musty in the attic. Yeah, but I love
talking to Jonathan Lethem about forgotten books and forgotten writers, or music. He
just knows everything. Yeah, I like it a lot.
Abby:
That’s the last of our questions. Is there anything else you would like to add?
O’Nan:
Well, my best advice for young writers. One is just don’t quit, just keep going
at it, just keep going at it. The people that make it are the people that stick with it. The
second would be: read. Just read, read, read, and learn from everything that you read.
You don’t have to like it. Laurie Moore said, “You don’t have to like it, but you need to
learn from it.”
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Conch
Midnight I’ll trace the lines on your thumb
warmed by the sun when you were only five years old.
Thin, straight is the tide in fragile glass jars.
Placing shells behind your ears with twine
like telephones, filled with:
Korean men in tight suits smoking cigarettes for 2000 won,
at night, drinking from the gutters of downtown Cheonan,
dancing to funk, singing in English they don’t understand.
Knees bend like how rivers flow.
I can hear the ocean underground, below the dense traffic of people and motor
vehicles, in paper water cups, in chopsticks picking up kim-chi, in the crumbs of
instant coffee, in monograms, in meters, Celsius, centimeter heights, in television
army time, in the metro queue line, in oyster and algae soup, brown rice, green tea,
frying pork, in thin teddybeartan beer poured down into my ears.
A muted murmur of please, please keep these tin can telephones from becoming real
so I can feel what coffee feels like covering my teeth.
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[soup, ny]
We sat with communion lips watching cars pass through Brooklyn tonight with ash
on our fingertips. Hiding our religion like crimes. It was when we were children
drinking cut whiskey and petal wine that you used to rub my forehead. Pretending to
be Jesus or Joseph, whoever came first, you threw our bottles at the pocketed walls
in the sideway side street. There you read our fortunes, and we carved them in stones
that we placed in my father’s furnace.
I used to watch you boil Jewish potato stew on the road under those forgiving train
tracks,
a gift your grandmother gave. It was in the day we held hands through grocery
department stores, there that people cursed us in tangled tongues. I asked you
to whisper in my open mouth details of my body geography while you remained
transmission engaged.
With permanent distress, I watched your airplane fly out my open window. I waved,
but you never saw. Covered in covers, now protecting everything, I was lost in dunes
of a stranger’s back. Deep within a foreign landscape.
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Katherine Whittaker

Lessons in Trusting the
Punnett Square
When I was six, my grandmother, Gram BJ, asked me if I had been given the
what-happens-when-you-become-a-woman talk. I said that I hadn’t yet. She pulled a
crumpled country club napkin and a green colored pencil out of her purse and wrote
me a list of everything I needed to know. I still keep this list in the top drawer of my
dresser. When she died I read it so many times, trying to hold on to a piece of her, that
it began to tear at the middle where the crease had become a trench so deep the writing
became lost.
1.

Wait for the good bras to go on sale. Lift and separate. It keeps you young.

The first time I flew on a plane I went from Philadelphia to Colombus, Ohio,
to visit my Gram BJ. I didn’t want to go, and even though my parents told me a few
times that I didn’t have to, it was definitely required. She was my dad’s mother, a tiny
wrinkled woman with electrified hair and the exact same laugh as my dad. I had seen
her a few times before, but not often. She and my grandfather had been divorced for
years, and she was never really invited to any of our family holidays. This didn’t seem to
bother her though. The first time I met her we had a small Christmas party at our house
for her and some of our other Ohio relatives that we rarely saw.
Before I left my dad showed me pictures from when she was young, before
he had been born. I thought she was beautiful, and my dad told me I was a lot like her.
He told me both of us smiled exactly the same way. I kind of liked that idea, of being
glamorous the way she had been. The picture made me wonder why my parents always
talked about her like she was fading. Maybe all people faded when they became old and
lonely. It was hard to say.
When I found out my dad had gotten divorced, years and years before he
had met my mom, it took me a long time to understand. Not because the concept of
divorce was foreign, but because my dad could change his mind about loving someone
that way. As it turned out, all of the oldest siblings in my family had been married and
years later unpleasantly went their separate ways. I guess I can’t say my dad’s was that
bad, but one time I did the math on when he was married to the woman he referred
to as “Sharon Payne” compared to the date when I had probably been conceived. They
were uncomfortably close together.
One time my grandfather showed me a picture of my dad standing with a leggy
blonde, his arm around her waist, looking at her in a slightly sidelong way. Their bodies
together formed a sort of elongated heart. When I asked my dad about her, he said
that she was “a mistake.” I thought at the time that he was kidding, but they obviously
weren’t married anymore, so maybe she had been some kind of error, a girl who had
been all legs and flirty eyes and had fallen for my dad even though he had giant glasses

56

Lessons in Trusting the Punnett Square

and couldn’t grow mustache hair on the left side of his lip. The more I thought about
them together, the more I realized that I could have been someone else, a product of
two different parents and grandparents, new genes swimming in my cells, and I could
have molded my life into something new. I could have been taller, predisposed to things
like athleticism and math instead of alcoholism and divorce.
My favorite class in high school was biology. Every year, for some reason, we
would learn how to make Punnett Squares and map out what kinds of kids we could
have if this trait was dominant and that trait was recessive. One time I did one as a
joke to see if I would turn out a lot like my parents, and which one would be the most
dominant. My dad’s traits ended up all being dominant, according to my biology book.
I threw the square away, thinking that there was no way of really knowing that.
One time I asked my mom why Gram BJ and PopPop got divorced. Mom
didn’t like to talk about Gram BJ, but she told me that they had never really been right
for each other. PopPop liked to work, and Gram BJ liked to drink and throw parties,
and she wasn’t good at being a parent. “She didn’t know what to do with kids,” my mom
had told me.
I had no idea why they still wanted me to fly out and see her, by myself, but
I kept telling myself that she was lonely, and if this was me I would want someone to
come to my house, even if all they did was sit quietly. At least it was something.
2.
You should not have babies until your body is on the way out. No compromises.
No compromises about anything.
Gram BJ was waiting at the airport when I landed. It was March, and she
wore an enormous fur coat that fell off her shoulders and trailed onto the ground, the
graying fur blending into the dirty Berber. I was surprised she was able to stand under
the coat’s weight. Huge John Lennon sunglasses sat on the bridge of her nose.
“KATH-er-ine!” she yelled, lifting her head as though she was trying to see
under the rims of her glasses to look for me. Nobody ever really called me Katherine.
Somehow, when she said it, there seemed to be a lot of importance to my name, almost
as though she was talking to someone else. She reached towards me and grabbed the
crook of my elbow, pulling me towards her and the coat. Her arms were surprisingly
strong. “Give me a KISS.”
I leaned towards her and gave her a peck on the cheek. Her hair poked me in
the face and I pulled away quickly. She smelled stagnant like tea dregs.
“Oh, Katherine, I drove here and have simply no idea where I parked the car,”
she shouted. “These garages are far too big, and you know I can barely see anything
these days.” The glasses had slid down her nose, and I could see that she was wearing
a little makeup around her slightly filmy eyes. I knew the kind of car she drove. We
walked around each floor of the garage, her coattail following us, limp and ragged as
road kill.
Her car was easily the oldest in the garage. It was definitely a downgrade
from the Corvaire she used to drive, a shiny white convertible that seemed just right
for her. But one day she forgot to put on the parking brake, and it backed quietly out
of her driveway and into the street, sneaking away from her and the house. My dad
came up a day later and helped her find a new car, one that mattered much less than
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the old one. When she started the engine the automatic seatbelts trapped us in the car,
uncomfortably tight on my chest. I thought about us getting into an accident, the car
flipping over and bursting into flame with me stuck securely in my seatbelt.
“So, dear,” she said as we sped down the highway towards her house, “what is
it that you like to do?”
“I’ve been playing soccer.” In fact, this was one of the pre-determined topics
my dad said I should talk to Gram BJ about. She’ll love to hear it, he told me. She’ll be
excited to hear that you’re good at something so tell her all about your games and your
team.
She looked sort of distant for a moment. “Soccer.” She repeated it slowly like
it was a new word. “I played soccer when I was younger. Just for fun, you know, with
the boys sometimes.”
I was quiet. I didn’t know what I thought about us having this in common.
“What about dancing, dear? You should do dancing. I danced, that’s what all the
real ladies do.”
“I’m not a good dancer, Gram BJ.” I felt like I was telling her I wasn’t really a
girl at all. The seatbelt was starting to choke me.
“Well, dear, you know you’ll never get a husband that way. Now me, I was a
ballerina for years. Years! My feet would bleed and hurt for weeks, and I could bend
myself in half.” This didn’t sound like incentive to me. “That’s how your grandfather
met me. I was in a ballet in New York City, of all places, under all these lights, running
to ballet practice, and I ran into your grandfather, and he fell in love with me instantly.”
She was smiling and the car had slowed down significantly.
“But, you know, a woman can’t be constrained by a man,” she said suddenly,
and the car lurched forward as she hit the gas again. “And people change. This is why
people get divorced, Katherine. You may, someday, end up just like me.”
3.

Vodka is your friend.

One time when Gram BJ came to my house she saw a completed Punnett
Square hanging on our refrigerator and asked me about it. “It tells you how you might
turn out genetically, based on your parents’ traits and family history, things like that,” I
had said, excited to share my wealth of biology knowledge.
“Well, sweetheart, you should add baldness to that list of traits. I have this
damned spot on the top of my head that just keeps getting bigger. And your hair is so
thin, dear.You should really have that checked out.” She patted my hair sympathetically
and walked to the garage to smoke with my dad.
Gram BJ had brought us lots of books, ones from the library where she
worked. They had been stained or ripped or somehow deemed unworthy to be kept.
Her favorite, and ours, was about a witch named Boney Legs who lived in a dark but
well-kept house that was sort of propped up on chicken feet. She used to read this
part out loud, laughing hysterically at the idea that someone could live in a house with
horned feet like a claw-footed bathtub. I loved it, but I never found out how it ended—
the last four pages had been removed in a bite-shaped rip.
Her house was actually much like Boney Legs’. It was small and draped in
vines. Willow trees slouched in the yard, sweeping the grass with their long limbs.
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Some of the willows were tied together in huge knots of branches like interlocked
fingers. She had stunning gardens lining every fence. Gram BJ loved to plant flowers,
to watch them grow and twist up walls and trellises. She knew what colors they would
turn based on the amount of sunlight they received, the acidity of the soil, even what
plants tend to “get along.” My dad used to joke that she knew more about her plants
than her kids. During the spring she would bring out a blanket and call her friends,
the neighbors, anyone she knew to admire her hard work with her. They would make
drinks and look at the flowers all day. This was the kind of entertaining she had been
really good at before her friends started dying or moving away.
Her door was unlocked. I didn’t know if she had forgotten or just decided
not to lock it. She walked inside, leaving me on the driveway to pull my bag out of the
trunk. I stood for a minute, telling myself I would be fine, I could always call my parents
if I was unhappy, and that she was just a lonely old woman excited for someone to be
in the house with her. She was so excited she left me standing at the car with my stuff.
I wished it would roll down the driveway, maybe over my leg so I could go home by
necessity.
The inside of her house smelled like it was burning. Ashtrays overflowed on
every flat surface and cigarette cartons were all over the floors. It didn’t surprise me
that my dad picked up her bad habits. You couldn’t walk into a room without inhaling
thick waves of smoke, and signs of divorce were everywhere. There were pictures that
seemed strangely cropped, like there was a presence outside of the picture that was
being avoided or ignored. When I looked more closely, I saw that the pictures were
folded—the edges were too rounded to have been cut. I wondered why but didn’t
touch. It felt strange to want to pull her past from the frames. There were no wedding
pictures, nothing of a full family, no pictures of the kids holding a father’s hand the
first time they went into the ocean. My dad and his brother and sister’s framed faces
all lined the hallway, but there was nothing that showed even a hint of my grandfather.
There were also pictures of Gram BJ, glamour shots of sorts, where her hair had been
feathered and her makeup sat thick on her face. I wondered if she looked at these to
remind herself of what she had once had or been.
She had removed her glasses and sat at the kitchen table. The decoration
seemed sepia-toned, a little brown at the edges and in the middle—even the counters.
There were big chandeliers in the living room and dining room, some without light
bulbs. The one over the dining room table looked like it had been taken apart and put
together backwards.
She didn’t own a TV. Instead there were piles of books where one might have
expected to see a TV—on small side tables, in bookcases designed to hold televisions,
even on the floor in front of the couches. She had no idea that a plane had crashed into
the Twin Towers, never knew when there were storms in Florida where her sister Penny
lived, and almost never voted because she never knew much about the candidates. And
since she had started working as a librarian, she was able to take the books that nobody
wanted, that were too old to be picked from the shelves.
I dropped my bag at the door and sat next to her at the table. She had gotten
a glass of water with a little mint leaf from outside floating like a tropical island in the
center and handed it to me. The glass in front of her smelled strong. I had tasted vodka
before. Not much, but enough to know that I liked it. I couldn’t imagine drinking more
than a sip, but my dad told me that I might appreciate it later in life. There was a long
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silence.

“I was expecting a phone call from your great aunt. She was going to look at
the flowers,” she told me. “The azaleas and the day lilies have come out, and they are
beautiful.”
“Could I see them?” I asked. I felt like this was the right time to show interest
in something like flowers.
“No, Katherine, I’m tired and we should be getting ready for dinner.” Once
again I had seriously misjudged my capacity to hold a conversation.
“How about I show you my old jewelry?” She jumped up, her voice echoing in
the small kitchen. She moved quickly from the table to her bedroom. “Katherine, I have
some of the most wonderful jewelry. You may even try some of it on.”
I followed her into the room. There were pictures of her with groups of
people, in some she was holding flowers at what I guessed were shows, but in most of
them she was in her house, standing in front of the same couches I had walked past,
smiling and looking every bit the glittering hostess.
She handed me some enormous pieces—a gaudy necklace and a set of pearl
earrings that couldn’t have possibly been real.The metal was cold against my collarbone.
It was heavy but I liked it. The weight, the way it pushed into my chest, made me feel
strong.
“Oh, darling, you look just like me when I was your age,” she shouted and put
a crumpled hand to my face. She sounded a little sad, almost bitter, and I thought again
of the pictures my dad had shown me. “Now you just try all this on, I’m going to make
my special dinner. You’ve had liver before, haven’t you, darling?”
“I do love liver,” I lied, hoping to make her feel better.
Her cup was almost empty. I hadn’t noticed that she had been carrying it with
her as we walked around the house. I hoped she didn’t drink that much all the time. But
maybe that would be okay since she was always alone, with nobody to pass judgment on
her second or third glass.
4.

You do not need a man. A strong girl does not need a man.

I couldn’t sleep that night. No matter what I did, the smell of smoke still clung
to everything in the room, even the inside of the comforter. I had pushed the door open
and spent some time trying to circulate air, spinning in a circle in the middle of the
room, arms outstretched, smoky air sliding through my fingers like ribbon. Nothing
helped. I took my sweatshirt and a blanket and padded softly down the carpeted hallway
past Gram BJ’s bedroom, almost running to the kitchen door, desperate for air, to
breathe for a few minutes. If I had to I could even sleep in the car. I didn’t require much,
just breathable air.
I stopped at one of the pictures, one of my dad and his brother and my Gram
BJ. There was another arm around my dad’s shoulder, a disembodied arm, one that
could have easily been Photoshopped or at least cut out. I reached up and took the
frame off the wall, feeling dust coat my fingers and pack into the circular prints on my
thumbs, and pulled the picture out. It was my grandfather. She had folded him out. The
crease looked worn, as though it had been unfolded before, and I felt sad for her. She
didn’t cut him out because she couldn’t bear to lose him again.
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There was a wind outside that still carried hints of winter. I pulled my
sweatshirt over my head and walked around the side of the house to the gardens where
I thought the high fences and dense bushes would probably be the best buffer against
the weather. I walked to the entrance of the garden, pushing open the gate, ornate but
decaying.
I saw my grandmother, fuzzy hair gently blowing like a small cloud in the
wind. She sat cross-legged with her back to me, on the flannel blanket I had seen her
sit on in pictures, wearing a long cardigan over a thin purple nightgown. I couldn’t tell
if she was looking at the flowers or if maybe her eyes were closed, trying not to see
the blooms whip around in the wind. Her shoulders shook quietly, and her hands were
wrapped around her body, cupping her elbows like she was holding herself together.
Slowly, I moved to the side, edging along the fence and digging my bare toes
into the cold earth, trying to see her face. Her eyes were open and her lips moved
slowly. Was she praying? Or talking to herself, maybe? At one point her eyes moved
towards the gate, and I wondered if she could sense that someone else was there in her
garden with her.
I couldn’t watch her sit there, making herself sit out in the cold, to do
something she didn’t want to, staying alone in the grass like a frail tree. I imagined what
traits I would put on her Punnett Square now. Loneliness, sadness, loss, all dominant,
without any hope of escape. I went back inside as quietly as I could.
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Tom Minogue

The Schopenhauer
Scream
Elocution is an exercise for the ill-advised:
On the terrain of language
we are penniless
despite copper traces in our blood.
Water spilled yesterday
becomes ink; earth clumped syllables
refuge for deserted chicken-scratch,
centrifugal thaumaturgy.
I’m taking a lit pine candle
from the window,
dripping commitment wax on the dining room table,
pushing one slender hand into a pool of liquid heat,
how soon solid and tepid.
These become cryogenic
marrow nights on the porch,
wondering if the moon will come
home full.
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Kabir McKitrick

All Growed Up
Stephanie sighed as she sat down on one of the wooden benches surrounding
the mall’s rotunda. Her son, Robby, was tugging at her coat sleeve and pointing at the
play area brightly lit by the open roof of the two-story mall.
“Oooh, Mom, slide!” he said, pointing at the play area.
“I know, but hold on,” she said, before licking her thumb and wiping off a
smear of mustard from his chubby cheek, his stubble prickling her. His favorite t-shirt
fit well enough around his body, but it stopped just below his navel and revealed a
trail of hair leading toward the zipper of his cut-off shorts. The silk-screened graphic
on his chest—a black cartoon cat standing with its arms folded, wearing pajamas and
sporting sunglasses—was beginning to crack. The speech bubble next to the cat’s
mouth, proudly claiming, “My Pajamas,” was badly faded.
“There you go, sweetie,” she said and watched his lanky body run across the
large rubber tiles. He headed directly toward the yellow spiral slide, his elbows and
knees flying everywhere.
She laid her purse next to her on the bench, slipped off her shoe, and gently
stroked the back of the band-aid covering the ripe, pink blister near her pearl white
ankle bone. One of her low-cut socks had slipped off her heel as Robby dragged her
toward the mini-carousel on the second floor. She had winced when the back of her
ankle began rubbing against the rough collar of her brown pleather flats. Just as she
leaned back against the wide, brass handrail and began searching for a Band-Aid in her
purse, the carousel attendant refused to let Robby ride due to “safety concerns.”
“Too tall,” the man had said, shaking his head.
Undaunted, Robby rushed over to her, grabbed her hands, and began leading
her toward Game Zone at the other end of the mall, because he wanted to try out a
new video game he had seen recently on TV. From what she gathered, during Robby’s
hyper explanation, it involved an armadillo who went around shooting apple grenades
at woodchucks from a cannon he carried on his shoulder. She enjoyed his enthusiasm
and ignored the raw heat biting her ankle with every stride, but she hadn’t anticipated
the long line of other shoppers who were already waiting their turn.
She had pointed inside the store and suggested he browse the magazines
displaying screenshots of the armadillo game, and in the meantime she could hold his
spot in line. But he complained he was hungry. Soon they were carrying their corn dogs
from the Doggie Shack and sitting on the blue tiled ledge of the water fountain. Only
when Robby was busy dipping his corn dog into the dollop of mustard inside the canoeshaped paper tray was she finally able to lay a Band-Aid over the blister and fix her sock.
Now, after lunch, she sat in the rotunda and watched Robby push another kid
up the ladder of the yellow spiral slide in the play area. She reached into her purse and
pulled out the receipts from their day at the mall. She began adding up Robby’s new
basketball sneakers, the corn dogs and the cup of strawberry ice cream they had shared
afterward. She chewed her thumb’s cuticle as she counted out loud, “Eighty, ninetyfive, hundred and seven.”
63

Fiction

All Growed Up

She slowly shook her head, muttered, “Shit,” and squinted up through the open
roof at a few fluffy clouds hanging like vultures. There were two hundred fifty dollars
in her checking account that morning, and it needed to stretch until next week. She
picked at the split black leather of her purse’s shoulder strap and caught a glimpse of
Robby climbing on top of the centipede crawl tube. He stood and waved at her. She
smiled, gave an excited wave, and then looked back at her purse.
The electric bill, three months past due, could wait. But she had to pay her cell
phone bill, another eighty bucks. If she couldn’t get in touch with Robby’s father, she
knew he wouldn’t volunteer to help.
She heard an eruption of excited shrieks from the play area and glanced up to
see Robby jumping off the centipede. When he landed he still towered over the other
kids who were running back-and-forth between the alligator seesaw, the frog rider
posted to a large metal spring, and the slide. Robby’s six-foot frame made the other
children look like agitated, scampering rats.
Sixty dollars would have to cover food until next Thursday; the other twenty
would almost get her a full tank of gas.
“They make me get higher!” Robby yelled between jumps. He was trying to
touch the giant, iridescent plastic soap bubble hanging from the bottom of a metal
beam connected to the second floor.
She knew he was referring to his new shoes. He had gotten so excited when
they passed the display window for Legendary Feet, nearly screaming as he tapped the
glass. Seeing his joy for the sneakers sitting atop the circular pedestal was too much.
How could she say no to her little Robby?
The shiny silver arc around the heel of Robby’s black low-tops made a fleeting
blur as he jumped; at the height of each leap his fingertips were at least twenty feet
from the bubble.
“Almost got it!” she encouraged and heard a couple young men behind her.
“What the fuck is he doing?” one asked.
“Winning, duh,” came the response. They burst into shrill laughter.
“Motherfucker’s smokin’ tiger blood.”
“How the fuck you smoke tiger blood?”
“Dry it out, chop it, put it in a pipe.” They laughed louder.
She turned in her seat and saw two Filipino teenagers in sagging skinny jeans,
white t-shirts, and beanies resting on the crowns of their heads like unused condoms.
She turned in her seat. “You should be ashamed of yourselves,” she said,
squinting her eyes at them.
They stood by a trashcan in front of a gray square column; the one with whiteframed sunglasses perched on his forehead smirked as he tore the plastic wrapper from
a pack of cigarettes.
“Shiiit,” said the one with a crucifix tattooed below his ear and a neat strip of
Velcro-like fuzz on his chin. “You should be ashamed of Michael Jackson over there,”
and pointed at the play area. They kept on walking, laughing louder, and she turned to
see Robby chasing a couple of the kids, trying to tickle them.
“What the hell is he doing in there?” said a tall man with a bulbous German
nose and thick brown hair as he stared at her. He pushed up the sleeves of his gray fleece
pullover and gently picked up a small child in blue corduroy overalls from the slide.
“This is for kids.”
“He’s not hurting anybody,” she said.
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“He’s a Goddamn man, and he almost knocked over my boy.”
She sighed. “Robby!” she shouted, “Let’s go.”
“We’re playing Elmo!” Robby said like he was in pain.
“Don’t you wanna get a pretzel?” she asked, gathering her purse and getting to

“Awww, heck yeah!” he said and came running over to her.
She gathered her purse and looked up at him, “We’re gonna need to shave after
tonight’s bath.”
He sucked his teeth and looked down toward his shoes. “I can do it.”
“What happened last time?” she asked, looking up at him and pointing toward
her throat.
Last month she had finally let him try on his own, seeing as how he had just
turned eighteen. He ended up giving himself a long, comma-shaped scar under his jaw
line.
“Did you see how high I can jump in these shoes?” he asked excitedly, “I was
like Blake Griffin!”
“You’ll be in the NBA for sure,” she said and pressed her head against his firm
bicep.
As she and Robby made their way to the Twisted Pretzel booth, she heard a
woman laugh in front of them. She watched the back of the woman’s long black braids
whip back and forth across the back of her red leather jacket.
“Mom,” Robby said, “You know what a corder—what does a corder say when
it drops in water?” he asked.
She instantly recognized the joke his father, Roger, loved to tell.
“What does a quarter say?” she said, humoring him and bracing herself for how
loud he delivered the punch line.
“Twot!”
As they walked across the large white tiles of the mall, toward the parking
garage escalator, she thought about the last time she had seen Roger.
“Already, Rodge?” she said, looking up from the couch and untangling her
turquoise panties from her ankles. She wiped a bit of semen from her thigh with the
bottom of her long nightshirt.
“I told you I’d only be here for the day, Steph,” he said, zippering his jeans and
clenching an unlit cigarette between his lips. He picked up the video remote, stopped
the porn DVD playing on the thirteen inch Wal-Mart special, and tossed the remote
next to her on the cushion of the sagging, dusty blue couch.
She slipped into her sweats and went to the kitchen window of the hallwaysized mobile home and looked at the red big rig parked outside along the gravel, just
off the highway.
“Where’s the trailer?” she asked, as she filled an old, plastic McDonald’s cup
with water.
“Modesto. Pickin’ it up in the morning.”
She took a drink and studied the long, white cursive logo of JAHINDER
SINGH TRANSPORT just below the passenger side door. “Why can’t you just get a job
in town,” she said, “and stop driving all over—”
“Awww, Goddamnit,” he pulled his metal lighter from the breast pocket of his
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coat and flicked open the cap. “Not that shit again.” He cupped a hand around the flame
and pulled it toward the cigarette’s tip, a wide curl of smoke rose in front of his face.
“Ain’t it enough I bought this little shithole for you and the retard? Besides,” he took a
long pull on the cigarette, “You get f’nancial aid from the college.”
A bit of ash swam lazily in the early evening light.
“That’s barely enough to put food on the—”
They both turned toward the back bedroom where Robby came wandering
out, eyes puffy with sleep.
“Heard somethin’,” he said, blinking slowly.
“Say goodbye to your father, Robby,” she rolled her eyes, “He’s got real
important things to do.”
Roger came at her so fast she only had time to put her arms in front of her face.
She heard a quick sizzle and felt a hot dot on her forearm. It wasn’t the first time he had
put a cigarette out on her. She jerked backwards hard against the faux-walnut paneling
of the wall and knocked over the plastic floor lamp, sending it crashing harmlessly near
Robby’s foot.
The floor shook a bit as Roger’s boots clapped against the thin carpet. The screen door
creaked open, and when she looked up from the puckered flesh of the burn mark, all
she caught was his arm and suitcase swinging through the doorway behind him.
Robby and Stephanie walked through the dimly lit parking garage toward the
small silver hatchback with duct tape covering one of the triangular side windows.
Whenever they passed under a concrete support beam, Robby would leap up, clutching
his half-eaten pretzel in one hand, and slap each one as high as he could, shouting,
“Hops!”
He let her help with his seat buckle, even though she knew he could handle it,
and then she fished in her purse for the white parking stub.
“C’mon, Mom, let’s go.” He chewed the final bite of his pretzel and crumpled
its paper sleeve.
“Shit, where is it?” she said, pushing aside her clutch, lipstick, checkbook,
travel size kleenex, and Robby’s long-since empty orange pill bottle. She had gotten the
stub validated when she bought the sneakers, “Where the fuck is it?”
“The game’s gonna start, Mom, we gotta—”
“Shut up!” She shook her purse and pounded her fist against the steering
wheel, thinking about the forty dollar lost ticket fee.
The loud whooping of a distant car alarm and the gentle rumble of the
hatchback’s engine vibrated their seats and filled the silence. From the dimness of the
garage she looked out past the rows of parked cars, past the garage attendant’s shack
and its yellow-and-black striped barrier arm, and stared at the square of natural light
outside. There was only one way around this. She had to return Robby’s shoes.
She convinced Robby his sneakers were too small for all the jumping he
planned on doing. He took them off only when she promised she’d get him the right
size later. She wiped down the outsoles with a kleenex and the backwash from an old
bottle of Sprite lying on the floor of the backseat.
“Stay in the car,” she ordered and went back upstairs, carrying the shoebox
inside the thick black plastic bag.
The young man working the register shrugged, as he refused to take back the
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sneakers, “He was already wearing them when he left.”
She took each shoe from the box, “They’re clean, just look at them,” she
pleaded and stared at the golden stitching of a winged shoe on the chest of his black
polo shirt.
“I’m sorry ma’am, but I can’t.”
On her way back to the garage, she pulled out her cell phone and called her
friend Barry.
“What’s up, Steph? I haven’t heard from you in a while.”
“I know, right?” she said, stepping on the escalator leading down to the first
level of the garage and laying her hand on the rubber-topped railing. “It’s been crazy
with Robby and all that… um…” She caught a reflection of her profile in the mirrored
wall and winced at how the bottom of her belly pushed out behind her blouse, “I was
wondering if you wanted to get together later on?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“Well, don’t sound too happy about it,” she joked.
“No, I’m just beat.”
“Long day?”
“They got me running benefit stats from last payroll.”
“What does that even mean?”
He sighed. “You don’t wanna know.”
“Well, when you come over, I’ll give you a benefits package.”
They laughed.
“You know,” she paused, as she left the escalator’s glass walled lobby and
entered the garage, “I hate to ask for favors, but—” She hoped he would offer without
her having to ask.
“Is Roger being a dick again?”
She sighed, “God, Barry, it’s bad.”
“How much you need?”
“I swear it’s just a loan, it’s just that-”
“How much?”
She held her breath, “Two hundred?”
“Yeah, no problem. You had me thinking you needed rent money.”
“God, hopefully never again,” she said, and they shared an uncomfortable
laugh together, “I’ll call you after I get Robby in bed.”
“I didn’t think he ever slept.”
“Not without his meds,” she said and thought about how she was forced to slip
vodka into his nightly cup of orange juice, since she didn’t have the insurance to get his
prescription renewed.
“Isn’t he supposed to be in school—that special day school?”
“John O’Day School For Special Boys,” she said robotically, remembering the
pamphlet and seeing it in her mind, “Once Roger decided Robby didn’t need it, he
stopped paying for it.”
“You don’t take him to school with you, do you?”
“Oh my god,” she said, picturing herself looking out a window during class and
watching him chase squirrels around the campus lawn, “No,” she sighed, “I drop him off
at my sister’s during the day.”
After she hung up, she passed a young girl, in tight black leggings and a denim
jacket, hugging a boy who leaned against the hood of a car.
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Stephanie’s first date was with Eric. She was fourteen, and he worked at Gold
Mountain Liquor and Video a few blocks from her house.
That night she wore a thick pair of dark blue jeans—just tight enough to
confirm the existence of her hips—and flip-flops whose leather daisies garnishing the
toe-thongs had been mostly torn of their petals during moments of boredom. Covering
her red spandex halter top, spotted pink by bleach, was her younger brother’s black
nylon windbreaker. It was a size too small and the elasticized waist constantly rode
above her stomach and puffed out, making her look like she might be smuggling a boa
constrictor.
She was on her way out the front door when her mother corraled her.
“Oh, no, no. Let’s do something about that face.”
Stephanie sat on the couch, her eyes closed and her face tilted back under the
lamp, while her mother dabbed on the bright turquoise eye shadow. She felt her eye
being gently pressed toward its socket each time the sponge tip of the brush went back
and forth. Her mother whispered encouraging things.
“Don’t say no, okay Steph?”
“I’m letting you put this on,” she said defensively, her eyebrows arched high to
make the eyelid a smooth canvas.
“I meant Eric, hun,” her mother said and sighed in frustration.
That was silly, she thought, she wouldn’t say no to Eric. He was seventeen with
a moustache and a truck. If he wanted to do things from the magazines her father tried
hiding behind the toilet, then she did, too.
“There we go,” her mother said, leaned back, and pulled out a small pack of
Kleenex from her front pocket. “For when he’s done,” she said and handed it to her.
She hurried down the small porch, her flip-flops smacking the wood planks
of the steps, and headed toward Eric’s black truck and the scream of electric guitars
coming from his stereo.
At the drive-in, Eric complained she was toothy, as her head bobbed up and
down on his naked crotch. She apologized, as he munched on cold fries bought earlier
from the concession stand, then flinched at the burst of static which split the air when
he changed the radio station. He came a few moments after settling on a Marilyn
Manson song. She quickly understood what the Kleenex were for and pulled the soft
plastic pack from her jacket’s pocket.
As she opened the car door, she saw Robby sulking and pulling absentmindedly
at the toe of his sock.
“I got the right size for you!” she lied, trying to sound excited, as she held out
the same bag containing the same pair of sneakers he had taken off just fifteen minutes
ago. His smile quickly returned as they approached the garage exit.
“Better luck next time,” the attendant said, as he handed Stephanie the ATM
receipt for the lost ticket fee.
“Yeah,” she said and rolled up her window as she drove up the ramp toward
street level.
She turned toward Robby. “How about pizza tonight?”
He sang, “Pizza, pizza, pizza,” almost the entire drive home, the top of his head
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grazing the cloth ceiling of the car.
She leaned against the plywood bathroom door of their mobile home and read
Barry’s text message again.
Forgot about vacation with wife. C U in 2 weeks?
She stared at the sink. Robby was in the hallway throwing a temper tantrum,
pounding his fists against the door.
“Goddamnit, Robby, just eat the fish sticks.”
“You said we’d get pizza!”
“I never said that!”
She felt the jolt from his fists vibrating the wall and heard the wood of the door
threatening to split. “You want me to call your dad and tell him not to come?”
“Don’t DO that!”
“Then eat your fish sticks.”
“You said pizza!”
“We’re not doing this again!”
He finally stopped, and she heard his footsteps retreat toward the kitchen. Her
back against the door, she slid down to the floor, and slumped over her lap. Even with
her knees tucked toward her chest, her feet nearly touched the base of the tub. She
studied the white diamond pattern on the pale orange linoleum floor and sobbed until
she fell asleep.
The loud diesel engine of a passing truck woke her. She thought for a moment
it was Roger, but he was probably somewhere between Texas and Mississippi by now.
She looked up through the shoebox-sized bathroom window. It was open, giving her
a bright, thumbnail view of the leafless oak branches outside. Once the noise of the
engine faded, the long and plaintive song of the mourning doves filled the silence.
She got up and went to the pedestal sink. Most of the mascara from the
previous night had run down her cheeks and dried. She ran the faucet and began rinsing
her face. As the stream of water fell on her cheek, she heard a knock at the door and felt
her neck and shoulder muscles tense.
“Mom?” Robert whispered weakly.
She remembered when he was six and scared to tell her he spilled his soup on
the carpet. He had leaned against her bedroom doorway delicately repeating “Mom.”
Relief slowly washed through her, as it usually did in the wake of his tantrums. She left
the faucet running and went to unlock the door, water dripping from her chin onto the
bath mat and linoleum. “It’s open, hun.”
She returned to the sink and pumped some facial cleanser onto her palm from
the bottle next to the faucet.
“You hear the mourning birds calling ‘who’?” she asked and closed her eyes.
Her fingertips began working circles of light lather over her forehead and temples.
Suddenly she felt his hand grabbing a lock of hair at the back of her head. Panic seized
her chest—her blood stopped.
“Robby, hun—” She tried to sound calm and reached behind her head for his
fist. He jerked her head back before shoving it down against the asterisk-shaped coldwater knob; she felt the crack of a broken nose followed by an immediate rush of tears.
As she fell hard toward the linoleum, she saw a blurry view of the window, wall, and
then tub before blacking out.
She woke and found herself lying on her side, facing the tub. She looked up at the round
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bottom of the pedestal sink then down at the pool of blood from her busted nose.
Robby sat on the far edge of the tub. He finished tying his new shoes and began jumping
and touching the low ceiling.
“Watch, Mom,” he said excitedly. “Watch.”
She pulled a roll of toilet paper from the plastic shelf next to the sink, gathered
a large wad of it, and mopped up her blood from the floor. She looked at the door and
thought for a moment of locking him inside, which would lead to another outburst. She
steadied herself against the wall, got to her feet, and felt a sharp jolt of pain in her nose.
“Your shirt has polka dots,” he laughed.
She looked down at the spots of blood surrounding the red-soaked sleeve of
her white blouse.
“Hey, Blake Griffin,” she said, gingerly caressing the bridge of her nose, “If we
get you shaved, you can jump higher.”
Robby stopped jumping, “Nuh-uh, really?”
“Mom’s promise.” She nodded, and sat him down on the lid of the toilet seat
and grabbed a disposable razor from the thin metal cabinet attached to the wall. She
picked up the can of shaving cream but changed her mind and set it back on its rust ring
on the shelf.
Only tears wet his stubble as she slowly dragged the razor against his neck,
from his Adam’s apple to his chin. If she tried hard enough, she thought, she could turn
him into a man.
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Rebecca Thieman

Look Beneath the Floorboards
for the Secrets I Have Hid
I am sitting in a child and adolescent behavioral health center. There are hot air
balloons on the walls. Bright and vibrant, they sail over green valleys that roll and curve
around small houses scattered about. The green rounded knolls swallow their brown
angular shapes. The houses are small, but the balloons can’t be missed. Three, four, five,
six...they fly around the room and lead you down a hallway, beckoning like old friends.
The plastered baby blue sky makes the oranges, reds, and yellows on the balloons pop.
I notice the baskets attached have people in them. People in pairs. I hunt for a solitary
figure somewhere on the walls, but to no avail. There are never less than two.
I sit in a navy blue waiting room chair, the kind with black plastic legs and a
curved back. Three of my classmates and our professor join me as we wait for the tour
to begin. The nametag they require each of us to wear keeps peeling off my sweater. I
take my pointer finger and poke the edge, willing the adhesive to stick. When I remove
my fingertip it begins to rise again, a slow tease unpeeling from my cottoned chest. I
sigh in defeat and glance at the walls. The balloons stare back at me.
A short black man with a wide white smile and a particularly warm presence
appears through the double doors at the end of the hallway. An I.D. hangs from the
lanyard around his neck. The name Norman is printed below a small picture. After
hearing him speak too fast and laugh at his own joke about the weather, I decide to
like him. The four of us rise from our chairs and follow him back down the hallway of
balloons and valleys and plastered blue skies. He lifts his I.D., scans the card, and the
red light turns green. The double doors open.
A parrot squawked from its cage in the back right hand corner of the room.
My brothers and I named him Phil, but he refused to respond to anything but “cracker”
and “that damn bird.” We were in Nashville to meet with a doctor. Mom said he was
highly recommended; we felt special and he became an instant bragging right. Chris
was eleven, Noah was nine, and I had just turned eight. Once a month, we played car
bingo on the three-hour drive from Louisville to a red-bricked house on the edge of
Vanderbilt’s campus. Inside the front door was a room that had been converted into a
waiting area; a dark red sofa sat against one wall, two striped armchairs sat opposite
one another. There was a dark oak coffee table in the middle with Psychology Today and
Better Homes and Gardens haphazardly strewn across its worn surface. The carpet used
to be beige, but after years of people dragging their shoes and mental issues across it,
the thing looked beaten and worn. The walls had wood panels on them.
Phil was kept in a cage down the hall in a back room, and when we weren’t
with the doctor, we’d be in there with him. He wasn’t a very nice bird, always trying to
nip at our fingers with his crude nicotine-stain yellow beak. His feathers were a lively
green with blue and yellow undertones, red up near his eyes. Phil was very sassy in his
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movements and brazen in execution. He’d come to the edge of the cage, the vertical
bars blocking half his face, and coyly stare up at you. “Cracker?” he’d say in that highpitched unisexual voice that all parrots have. Then when you’d get near enough, his
beady eyes would brighten and his wings would flutter and he’d shove his beak between
the bars and sink it into your finger, joyously piercing the tender pink flesh. Then he’d
retreat in apology and bashfully stare up at you.
Phil liked to spit. The doctor’s kids taught us this strange fact. He loved it
when you’d hawk a nice wad of saliva onto the end of a colored pencil and feed it
between the bars of the cage. It would drip down onto his neck and chest, sink into the
thin crevices between his feathers and rough skin. It dampened and turned the vibrant
colors dark. Phil’s tongue was fascinating. The muscle would strain to reach the end of
the pencil, its greyish pink hues vibrating with the exertion. The color was reminiscent
of a dead colorless worm. He wiggled it like a fish screaming for air on land. The metal
of the cage was a cold barrier against him. But once he would lick the pencil and gather
as much of the saliva as possible, sucking in the liquid and absorbing us with it. He’d
continue to gnaw even when every drop was gone. His beak would stab and poke, chip
away at shards of wood and colored lead. We’d try and withdraw the pencil, but he’d
claw at it, desperately trying to keep it in his grasp. His eyes screamed panic, they
screamed determination, they screamed “Don’t you make me let go.” But we did. And
he would fly at the bars of the cage, frantically thrust his beak between the openings and
strain his tongue against all odds until finally he would retreat to a corner. And when we
left the room, his voice would follow us out, always wretchedly pitiful in its request.
“Cracker?”
The hallway we enter is white tiled and spacious. Large windows line the wall
on our right, looking out on a courtyard. Walking paths lead to isolated sitting areas
scattered about and cherry blossoms are strategically placed to offer some privacy.
Norman points out the benches.
“They’re in circles so they can bring the kids out there for group therapy. Give
them a chance to be outside for a bit. A lot of them really like it.”
I understand. It’s a whole other world out there. The building is constructed in the
shape of an octagon, the courtyard its center. On all sides there are walls and windows,
stone and concrete. But the cherry blossoms hide the barriers that restrict and the sky
makes you think you’re somewhere, anywhere, but here. Somewhere outside yourself,
outside your brain, outside your problems. You’re more. I understand.
We continue on to the next set of double doors.
“We’re about to enter the New Directions unit. These kids have general
psychiatric illnesses. Some are physically violent. Others are suicidal, bipolar, depressed,
runaways…things like that. If you have any questions just ask. Here we go.”
Norman scans his I.D., the red light turns green, and we enter.
An intersection of sorts lies before us where two long hallways meet. A
nurse’s station sits on the corner. I look down the hallway to my right, and there’s a boy
of about fifteen sitting against the wall with his head in his hands. A woman sits beside
him, not touching, only listening. I realize the boy is shaking slightly, sobbing. I wonder
what it’s like not to touch him, not to give any physical comfort. A small part of me
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vibrates with the desire to reach out, to hold. He glances our way and I see his face is
red and tear-stained. His eyes are green, his hair brown, and he looks the good kind of
empty—the kind where you no longer feel because you no longer have the energy to.
So you let it go. You breathe. He looks my way, and we lock eyes. I tell myself to look
away, but it’s too late, I’ve embarrassed him. My face burns. I break the hold. He’s not
a show, and I’m not a spectator.
He has freckles.
On my left, another long hallway stretches out with rooms on either side.
Norman begins to talk to us about the unit, general facts and treatment plans. I try
to listen, but I’m distracted by something I see above the rooms. I inch closer to the
doorframe on my left. Two cards hang above it. One of them reads:
Name: David
What Makes Me Upset: people laughing at me and people making fun of me
Don’t Do This When I’m Angry: touch me
There’s a smiley face sticker next his name.
I wonder what it’s like to be on that index card. What is it like to write what
makes you tick? What is it like to let everyone know from the get-go what not to do?
Then I wonder what happens when they leave and the cards aren’t there anymore.
We continue down the hallway, away from the boy with freckles. Bedrooms
line either side, two to a room. I notice the doors don’t reach the ceilings, there’s over
a foot of space between the two.
“It’s so they don’t hang themselves from the doorframes,” Norman says. He
saw me staring. “Everything in the room is designed with these potential problems in
mind. There are no sharp objects, no furniture that can be taken apart, no metal, no
points. They’re safe here…from themselves and from others.”
I glance in the bathroom attached to one of the rooms. Instead of a mirror,
there’s what looks like a piece of aluminum. A memory from years ago springs into my
mind. I shove it away. There is a small nook in the wall for toilet paper but it’s empty.
Instead the roll sits beside the toilet. I wonder if someone had tried to use the roll
holder to hurt themselves. Is that why it’s no longer used? Our professor points at the
hinges on the bedroom doors.
“They can swing both ways,” he says, “that way no one can lock or barricade
themselves in or others out.”
They’re ready for anything, I think.
We continue down the hall.
I am standing in a bathroom, half naked in front of a mirror. The overhead
light is off and the blinds are shut. A soft glow seeps out from the shower light, softly
illuminating half my body in a dim gold. A faded blue towel hugs me, and the room
is full of steam and the heavy scent of soap. I stare into a fogged mirror, take my hand
and wipe my reflection into clarity. I stare at the woman in the mirror. Her mascara is
running despite fevered attempts at scrubbing it away. Her hair drips water into small
puddles at her feet. Her face is drawn. Her blues eyes empty. She wonders what would
happen if she broke the mirror and dragged the shards of glass against her pale, white
wrists, wonders if the blood would come swiftly like a torrent or slow like a lazy river.
She wonders if the world would move on. Of course it would, she thinks. The world
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doesn’t stop for one person. It never has.
Another memory. Noah. He was twelve and I was eleven. I don’t remember
the day or the time or the reason. He was angry, hitting everyone and everything. I
remember yelling, punching, screeching, anger and fear flooding in and drowning us
all. From my memory, I cannot tell you where my mother was. Or Chris. Or even
myself. But I remember the scene and I remember the feelings. They form a slideshow
in my mind.
Noah was hitting Dad, violently jerking with his unreasoned temper. Noah
was hitting himself, unable to control the monster within. He punched the walls. Dad
was yelling. A blanket, two belts. I’m viewing this memory through slides, but some are
faded and others aren’t there at all. Click. Next slide. Noah in the dining room. Dad
holding the blanket, holding the belts. Click. Next slide. Them standing. Click. Them
kneeling. Click. Them on the ground.
Click.
Click.
Click.
Noah was thrashing on the dining room floor, but he was no longer hurting
himself, he couldn’t. Dad had wrapped him in the blanket, rolled him in like a cinnamon
roll, snug and tight. One belt was looped around his chest and arms, cinched tight
enough to hold him in. The other was wound around his lower legs. When he thrashed
he looked like an epileptic worm. He was safe from himself. But what about from
others?
Click.
Norman stops at another set of double doors. These look the same as the other
five or so sets we’ve walked through, but apparently they’re different. It’s all different.
“Behind these doors is The Courage unit. This is our sexual offender treatment
program for adolescent males. It’s broken into two sections: court ordered and
voluntary admittance.”
“Will we see any of them?” the girl next to me asks.
“No. They’re at lunch right now, I believe.”
I feel her relax, the tension leave her body. I’m surprised to find myself doing
the same. I wasn’t even aware I was worried about running into one them. But then,
of course I’m worried. They’re sexual offenders. I am uneasy. These corridors house
young men who have sexually violated another person. They are perverted, twisted
human beings acting on carnal desire. Animals. Predators. I want to look them all in the
eye and make them suffer for their actions. I judge and I crave. For what? Punishment.
Pain. I want them to writhe in inescapable agony. I want their nerves to scream for
relief and then for that pain to double. They disgust me. I recoil from the very idea of
seeing their faces. And yet…
“One thing you have to remember is that this program is to help them control
their urges and take responsibility for their actions. They cannot use their past as an
excuse but at the same time, it’s something to remember when you form judgments.
These are tough cases. Many of them have grown up with ‘family fun night’ where
they’d go to Grandpa and Grandma’s house on a Friday night with Mom and Dad and
have sex. Some have been subjected to this for years. Abuse is frequent amongst the
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boys who come through. The intense therapy is for the actions against them just as
much as it is for their actions against others. For the majority, if not all, of the boys
who come through here, it is not about sexual pleasure. It’s about power and revenge.
You ask a kid why he did it and he’ll say, ‘That guy was making fun of me so I raped his
sister.’ You see stuff like that all the time.”
I want them to suffer. I want revenge, the power to judge. And there lies the
truth we never accept. The dirty secret. The hidden reality. We are really just like them.
Norman scans his I.D., the red light turns green, and we enter. There are murals on
these walls too. But they’re different. Life-size houses and light posts, streets and signs.
One says, “Stop. Think. Act.” another “Change Thinking Blvd.” They are the symbols
of what could be. The bright colors cheerfully proclaim the possibilities that lie in the
whispers of “Someday, I will” that echo through these painted halls. It’s just another
reminder of why we’re here.
Norman doesn’t say much while we’re in The Courage unit. I’m not sure there
is much to say, though. It’s a unit the outside world scorns. “Why help the perverted?”
I hear them asking, “They are disgusting. Don’t deserve to live.” Et cetera. Et cetera. I
hear what the world thinks of them, and I know I’ve thought the same. There’s a stigma
for those who are sexual offenders or predators or whatever you want to call them.
And for the most part it’s deserved. I am not defending their actions. But I look around
these halls, at the murals, the signs, the cards above the doors, and I wonder about these
boys. I try to look through their eyes, but I cannot. They’re dark and they’re empty. I
cannot even pretend to understand their life. I don’t want to. But they exist in a world
that cannot be defined. They’re not adults. They’re just kids and they’ve been victims
their entire lives. How can I judge?
Later, when I tell my mother there’s a unit for sexual offenders, she says we
should cut their dicks off. I start to explain, but I can’t. It’s too much. So instead I
whisper, “You don’t understand.” Sometimes, neither do I.
Norman leads us to another set of double doors. I’ve lost count of how many
we’ve walked through. I’ve lost all sense of direction. While the building is in the
shape of an octagon, it’s deceivingly complex, a maze of sorts. I realize this is done on
purpose. How do you escape a labyrinth of halls and endless sets of double doors? You
don’t. Even if you make it outside where the basketball courts and playgrounds are, the
fences are virtually impossible to climb. They have curved chain-linked overhangs. No
escaping this octagonal maze of a building. Nonetheless, our professor and Norman tell
us it’s been done before. “We always find them within a few days though,” they assure
us.
The final unit we see is T.R.U.S.T. (Teenage Recovery, Understanding Sobriety
through Treatment). Norman says it’s like New Directions but with substance abuse,
namely methamphetamines. This unit is different from the others structurally. After
entering through the double doors, we walk down a short hallway and arrive at a large
circular area. Three hallways lead off from it, including the one we just came through.
The wall to our left contains a mural with graffitied faces, expressions spray-painted
onto plaster. The eyes are too big. A telephone is attached to the wall across from us. A
boy sits in a white plastic chair in front of it, his body slouched with one leg bent up.
His other foot rests against the wall. Another boy hovers near him. They glance up as
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we enter.
Norman isn’t saying much, but he smiles at the boys as we pass them and asks
how they’re doing. I feel uneasy, like I’ve invaded their personal space. I’m a stranger in
their safe zone. The one on the phone considers us for a few seconds before returning
to his conversation, the other smiles broadly at me and the two other girls. His teeth
are decaying. I am uncomfortable. How do I react? I give a soft smile, but the girl to my
right says hi. I am surprised by this and feel a small bubble of panic. Don’t encourage
him, I think. But it is too late. He begins to loudly ask us questions about ourselves. He
discovers what college we are from. He asks if we know his sister. Norman casually, but
with a new sense of urgency, begins leading us down the hallway to our left. Another
set of double doors. The boy slowly follows.
Norman scans his I.D., the red light turns green, and we enter. As the door
closes, we can still hear the boy’s voice calling after us. It echoes through the hallway.
The hot air balloons reappear as we get closer to the lobby. We’ve come full
circle. There are holes in the walls. Not just in this hallway but everywhere, in every
mural. White, plastered edges scarring the scenes of hot air balloons and imaginary
villages. Cracks in the faces. They are the holes made by angry fists. The dents caused
by children with too much inside them. They are the silent sounds that no one hears and
the relief of letting go. A balloon with a gap, a sign with a break, a face with tear. They
are everywhere.
In psychology, there’s something called a stressor. It’s some kind of external
stimulus that triggers a stress response. In schizophrenics, a stressor might be something
that sets off that gene. You might be normal for the entirety of your childhood and
young adult life and then one day, you are exposed to the right conditions that create
the right stressor. And then you begin to exhibit the schizophrenic behavior. Same with
phobias or people who become murderers. It’s a psycho-socio-biological phenomenon.
We all have the capacity to lose ourselves, but what tips us over the edge? What makes
us act on our carnal desires or damaged subconscious? We are just like them. They
are just like us. We are all one push, one stressor, away from this—from these halls
and these paintings and these doors and this existence. One push. The only difference
between them and us is that they’ve had theirs first.
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What Am I? Anyway?
the manager of the nearest
gas station reads the New York Times
and sighs
the United States is under
attack by an overactive
imagination while Walt
Whitman debates the
merits of “the next big thing”
developed in Cupertino, California
information filled with
fodder colors traffic
lights a permanent red
doctors add rectangular stickers
to infant heads that read “FOR SALE
BY OWNER”
automobiles make sense of life
through audio books, the secret is in the
fine print and subject to terms
and conditions
outside
the light turns
green and the urban pastoral
is reduced to an old man
with a gray beard pumping gas
and writing sonnets
about potato chips
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Caitlyn Byrne

Lavender and Want
Beck is forty-five and Cora is twenty-one. Both of them know this is a cut
and dry “I’m fucking you and you’re fucking me so we both feel better” situation, but
neither has the stomach to fully treat it that way. Cora needs a way to forget her dead
boyfriend. Beck just needs something bright in his life because his ex-wife and the
divorce seemed to have sucked the color out of it.
When he’d first brought Cora home with him, Beck was somehow soothed
by the way she’d slipped off her white sneakers at the entryway and walked barefoot
through the hardwood hallways. It had made it seem like she already lived there and was
just coming back from the store or something. It seemed a lot more normal than when
he’d first met Cora.
Beck had been coming home for a quick lunch break from the feed and tackle
store where he worked when he saw a young woman sunbathing on the roof of her
car—bikini, sunglasses and all. I mean, this is Southern California, he thought, but still.
Her hood was popped, but given the circumstances she didn’t seem to be too worried
about it. Beck had pulled over anyway, gotten out of his truck and hailed her from about
twenty feet away. He didn’t want to seem like he was sneaking up on her. He asked if
she needed a hand. She had raised herself up on one elbow. Her forehead had a slight
shine to it, and her chest and cheeks were getting rosy.
“Needs a jump,” she said, after watching his six foot something frame
appraisingly, noting the slight hitch in his right leg. Probably a bad knee, she thought.
“I haven’t got the money for a new one yet, and this piece of shit has been giving me
trouble for the past fifty miles, so I figured, fuck it,” she said.
She climbed down, her bikini bottom askew on the right, showing off a
contrasting strip of white to tan skin. Girl is asking for it, Beck thought, and he made an
effort to quell his admiration for the length of her smooth stomach. South Sierra really
isn’t the town for young women who sunbathe on the roofs of their cars. More like
women who shop at TJ Maxx and Dress Barn, who make casseroles topped with potato
chips and wear belt buckles.
She’d walked over to him, barefoot on the hot dirt. “I’m Cora,” she said,
shaking his hand, satisfied by the firmness, the calluses and the sheer size.
“Beck,” he’d said, his tan face opening in a sincere smile. She noted his thick
brown hair and straight teeth. His brown eyes weren’t bad either, no glasses. She gave
him an Oh-yeah-I’m-definitely-gonna-nail-you-smile, and he felt worried and like a
badass at the same time.
Cora was relieved when she found that Beck’s two-story house smelled like
black coffee and bacon and fresh laundry. She’d been hoping that he didn’t smoke, and
surreptitiously glanced over at the fireplace in the den, glad that there were no deer
heads or any other overtly male taxidermy trophies. No, from what she had seen so
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far, Cora had the impression that Beck Davis was just a regular, handsome workingman
who asked few questions and was turning out to be quite fuckable. It had been her plan
since the moment he’d pulled off to the side of the road and given her car a jump.
Beck and Cora sat at the kitchen table where Beck had eaten alone for the
past three years. The same table that Beck used to sit at with his ex-wife, Lauren. Beck
slid a glass of ice tea over to Cora, watching her long fingers fold around it, noticing
that it was the pint glass that he and Lauren had stolen from that restaurant in El Paso a
few months after their honeymoon when they were on their way back from his parents’
time share in Myrtle Beach. When he was twenty-five, and when he and Lauren had
made love like at any minute the Earth was going to run out of air— ravenous and
tender at the same time.
Beck ran a hand through his hair and became aware of Cora watching him, so
he made an effort to smile again and began the usual series of questions any respectable
forty-five-year-old would ask of a college graduate while trying not to notice the way
her auburn hair swung as she undid her ponytail. Beck made sure his brown eyes stayed
level with hers. What did you study? Anthropology. Where are you from? San Diego.
Going somewhere in particular? Where-the-fuck-ever. As Beck raised his eyebrows at
her, Cora shifted her eyes like she realized that she might be coming off as an immature
asshole, which up until the past three months had not been her style at all. Beck saw
her look down and wondered what she was thinking, how she must feel sitting across
the table with a man twenty-four years her senior. He watched her rub the thumb
and pointer-finger of her right hand together and was surprised by how much he was
starting to like her and how she was so different from Lauren.
Cora leaned back in her chair, stretching her legs, and noticed Beck’s eyes
momentarily glance at the point where her ankles were crossed. She was getting bored
and more and more nervous about not being able to go through with it. She’d never
done anything like this before. Never talked to strange men or slept with a boy she
hadn’t been dating for at least a couple weeks. Hell, she’d never been late to dinner
with her parents since high school.
Can she be interested in me? Beck thought, looking at the clock and noticing
that they’d been talking for at least forty-five minutes now. Maybe it was a sign, her
staying so long. But then he became angry and disgusted with himself and the way
eagerness filled his chest so easily these days. He thought of Janna down at the diner,
her wrists jangling with copper bracelets. Is that all it takes? A nice looking woman comes
along, and I’m toast? Fuck that. Beck watched Cora looking out the kitchen window at
the field of lavender next to his wide gravel drive, the muscles of her neck held taut at
the tilt of her head. She’d smelled it through the open window of his truck as they’d
pulled in. Watching the purple and silver stalks wave in the breeze, Cora reminded
herself that she’d had enough of boys and their scrawny chests, their weird hobbies,
their disapproving, coddling mothers. Cora looked at Beck and his wide chest, his lined
mouth, and his worn hands, and felt safe. And for Cora, right now safe meant sexy, it
meant escape with a safety line.
“No kids, right?” she said, slowly getting up from her chair and stretching.
Beck eyed her like she was going to sprout wings or something.
“Nope,” he replied. “Ex-wife never wanted any. Just one of those things I
guess.”
“One of what things?” she asked, pausing halfway down the table, her hand
79

Fiction					

		

		

moving along the glass of iced tea, leaving a thin trail of water on the wood. She wiped
it up.
“Regrets,” Beck said and wished immediately that he could take it back, not
entirely comfortable with how surprisingly easy it was for him to confess things to her.
Or maybe what disturbed Beck was that he wanted to tell her, to tell someone who
wouldn’t look at him like he’d been abandoned. This girl from out of town was the first
person in a while to see him and not see the space that Lauren left as well.
“You’re nice,” Cora said, almost to the other end of the table, her progress
slow and sure now. Beck noticed some yellow paint on the edge of her jean shorts,
near the inside of her thigh, and wondered how it got there. He could sense the trouble
but did nothing to stop her. “Scoot back,” Cora told him, and Beck pushed away from
the table, letting Cora straddle him, placing his hands gently, but firmly, on her upper
thighs. His mind whirled. I have to get back to work. She’s so young. She’s legal. She feels
like Lauren. No. Better than Lauren. They kissed, Cora loving the roughness of his cheek
against her neck as he moved his mouth to her shoulder, and Beck found she smelled
like sunscreen and sandalwood and sweat. He stood up, Cora still wrapped around him,
and took her down the hall to his bedroom. She was the first woman he’d slept with
since his wife. He was the first man Cora had been with since Will. They both knew she
would stay the night.
“My raw sugar,” he called her, the words rumbling in his throat like coffee
percolating, rich and smooth, the whispers of his breath tickling her ear as he spoke,
leaning in over her, close and slow. She called him her midnight cowboy and kissed
the corner of his eye, her lips feeling the years of working under the sun tucked into
those fine creases. They fucked all night, and Cora was thrilled by the way he knew
how to make her flush and buck, his rough hands gliding over her smooth skin, so
much better than any other guy she’d ever been with. They had all been clumsy and
blind compared to Beck. She now grasped the ‘men from the boys’ saying on a whole
different level. Beck watched her young body twist and rise beneath him, loving her
fluid movements—the way she pressed her hands against his chest, dug her nails in, and
felt the aggressive beat of his heart. Afterward, she turned on her side and he fit his
knees behind hers, his face close enough to inhale the smell of her shampoo, her hair a
rich red-brown in the orange glow of the nightlight in the corner of the room. It felt
normal. Both fell asleep hoping that whatever this was, it would continue for a while.
After the first week of similar nights, Beck cleared half of his drawers and
closet, making space for Cora’s clothes and shoes. Both of them knew how desperate
they would seem to anyone else. Barely better than strangers and yet they both clung to
this unreal hiatus, finding comfort in the strangeness of each other’s bodies—skins of
different generations. For the first couple nights Beck could barely sleep, unsettled by
the sound of someone else’s breathing. He woke up exhausted, his shoulders lowered a
few inches, but he found Cora was worth the trouble when she followed him into the
shower and ran her hands down his back, over the slight paunch at his middle. Beck
wasn’t fat, but his frame was definitely filled and solid. Cora couldn’t get enough of
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how his protruding stomach was still so firm.
They wrapped her suitcases in black trash bags and put them in the garage.
They started to split the groceries. Cora went out to the field in front of the house and
picked some lavender for the chicken she was roasting. Beck learned that Cora used
to ride horses, that she knew how to shoot a gun thanks to her ex-military father, and
that she could run for fifteen miles along the side of the road to the town water tower
before turning around and coming back. And she always came back.
For the first few days, Beck went to work worried that when he came home,
she wouldn’t be there, and he’d have to face that damn field of lavender Lauren had
insisted on planting, alone. He’d come to resent the way it seemed to still flourish in
her absence and how as the sharp, sweet scent rose in the air at the end of the day, so
did the memories of Lauren and the feeling of her cool hands on his face. She’d been his
first real love. The first person he’d told almost everything to, like how his mother had
just up and left one day, saying she was better than this, the bracelets clinking on her
arm as she swung it wide. He’d wondered if that arc had included him. His father had
done his best after that, but Beck knew his mother would be the last woman to walk
through the front door, and he’d been right. His daddy had died five years ago from lung
cancer, and it had been just Beck who’d stood by and held his hand. He had shared all
this with Lauren, and she’d shared things with him, but it just hadn’t been enough. The
“passion” had slipped out around year ten, they had run out of things to say around year
fifteen, and by the time Lauren set the divorce papers on the table, he’d barely made
an effort to change her mind. But damn if he didn’t still miss her a lot of the time. And
when he woke up in the morning by himself, Beck felt ashamed for feeling something
way too close to fear at how much he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life alone.
So when he went to work, answering the phone and taking down bulk orders
from local cattle farms, talking shop with Ed and the rest of the married guys about
which ranch had the best livestock, he could barely wait to go home at lunch, where
Cora would be waiting with a sandwich, iced tea, and lace underwear. Just the lace
underwear. It scared him, how much he wanted to see her, that he was finding that it
was more than just fucking, which he could justify or at least be angry about. I mean,
he thought, the way she’d come on to me. But he wasn’t about to objectify her or pretend
that he hadn’t felt in her the same ache and need to fill a space that had been empty
for too long. No, Beck liked talking to her, listening to the theories of Malinowski and
Rabinow that Cora would still recite just for the sake of reciting them. He even liked
watching her throat’s smooth movements as she drank water. She was young and loud
and slightly vulgar, where Lauren had been quiet and composed. Cora came back from
runs, drenched in sweat, and would tell him about a red tailed hawk she’d seen and how
its wing tips had turned an opaque brown when it flew beneath the sun. She gave him
something he’d needed for a long time.
He was surprised when one evening, he came home from work and found
her dancing in the living room. The couch and Lazy Boy recliner were pushed to the
sides, his stereo blasting a CD she’d made from her laptop with today’s top forties.
She laughed when she saw him and dragged him, his boots still on, into the room with
her and turned the lights down low. He impressed her when he took off his shirt and
swiveled his hips with hers. They went out to the front porch when they got too hot,
Beck still with his shirt off and Cora barefoot as usual. They drank water from mason
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jars that filled an entire cabinet in Beck’s kitchen, and as Cora turned the jar in her
hand, she thought that they might have something to do with Lauren. So she turned to
him, the moonlight coming through the branches of an overhanging oak tree in slats,
making the hair on Beck’s chest look silver, and she experienced one of those odd
moments where she remembered his age. He was staring out at the lavender, his hands
clenching the white railing, and when he looked at her there was a ghost of something
shadowing his kind, brown eyes. “Why so many of these?” she asked carefully, tapping
the mouth of her jar with a slim finger. Beck sighed, beginning to feel the cool of
evening, and felt stupid without his shirt.
“Lauren. I had this whole field planted for her,” he said with a flick of his wrist
in the direction of the half-acre. “Lauren’s Lavender was her idea. She made lavender
everything. Extract for cooking, soaps, oils, the works. And she did pretty well for
herself. Started off with a booth at the farmers market, then she got some space in a
couple local stores.” He shifted his weight off his right knee, an old football injury, and
looked down the driveway, past the field, past the two lane road, and out into the hills,
wishing that he could forget how Lauren used to smile, how she’d always go out into
her lavender at midnight in her cream colored dressing gown when there was a full
moon and pick a huge handful and say that a little ceremony never hurt. Beck stood at
the top of the steps where he always stood when she did this, and he could almost feel
her fingers light against his lips, smelling of freshly crushed lavender and earth. Cora
came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his stomach, lacing her fingers
together, and kissed the middle of his back. Beck felt better with her there, but there
were parts of him that her kind of comfort could never quite reach.
“I know what it’s like,” she said quietly, listening to the hush of his lungs filling
as he breathed.
“You dream about him,” Beck said, placing his hands on her arms. A while ago,
Beck had asked Cora why she hadn’t just stayed near home in San Diego where she
would have had a pretty good chance of getting a job. Cora had told him she’d been in
a car accident. She’d said it had been bad; she’d broken her collarbone and had to stay
in the hospital for a week. She’d told him that she’d been trapped in the passenger seat,
her body pinned in three places by the collapsed dashboard, while her boyfriend Will
Atkinson died next to her.
“Yes.” Cora hugged him a little tighter. Beck imagined what Will might have
looked like, his blonde hair a bit too short from the haircut he’d gotten just that morning.
He pictured them on their way home from dinner at a nicer restaurant, one on the
beach. It was their one year anniversary, and Cora had worn a short black dress with
white polka dots that Beck had seen hanging in the closet next to his shirts, and Will
had shown up at her house with a white rose and in a black button down to match her.
Beck knew it sounded a bit sappy, but when he pictured Cora with someone else, some
boy her own age, she seemed to shrink and soften in front of him. He worried what
sleeping with him might be doing to her.Yes, what was he, Beck Davis, doing for her? It
was here, at these moments of doubt, that Beck wished Cora was older, because often
times with age and experience came strength. He returned to his stored memories of
Janna, owner of the South Sierra Diner, and her voice that was simultaneously rough
and smooth, like the rocks at the bottom of creek beds. She’d been one of the first in
town to smile at him after the divorce. And she’d smiled not out of pity, but sheer like.
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Cora slid her hands up his stomach, and he shivered at the cool of the ring
on her thumb. Had she been wearing the ring that night? Cora seemed comfortable
and hadn’t said anything for a while, and Beck was aware of his desire to finish out the
scene, Cora’s scene, as if he could find the place where she suddenly stopped caring,
and started driving, and cursing, and wanting to fuck an older man. He found the tiny
corona of a distant streetlight and listened to the wind chime sway.
They’d been holding hands, and Will had looked over at Cora every other
streetlight, their skin momentarily tinged orange as they passed beneath. They were
finishing up their last year together at UCSD and were planning to move somewhere
and get jobs, whatever they could find while they figured out what they wanted to do.
It had seemed so easy then. They could still put things off. It didn’t matter, because of
course, they had each other. Of course. And of course, around the curve, as Will’s eyes
met Cora’s beneath the glow of orange, the Ford truck, like a yellow flash of fate or
irony or just plain cruelty, was driving on the wrong side of the road and hit them head
on.
Beck shifted his weight, and a floorboard beneath them creaked softly. Cora
hooked her fingers into the belt loops of his jeans. “What would make you forget,
Beck?” she asked, and he knew she was still thinking of Will. “What do you want?” Beck
knew that he could say, “You,” or “I’m all right.” But he’d never been much of a liar, so
instead he stroked the points of her knuckles, and told her that he didn’t know, not yet
at least.
It was at night though that Cora couldn’t escape Will’s face, the way his eyes
had darted from side to side, not seeing her. And it was the sounds he’d made, thick and
wet, as he’d fought for air. She heard those noises behind her in her dreams. Everything
was pitch black and once again she couldn’t move. She was pleading out loud with
that God who doesn’t exist until you need him to, begging him to let Will live, to fix
it, to take it back, because she loved him. She had loved him. And then she was awake
and Beck was holding her tight, whispering her name and kissing the back of her head.
Some nights she cried, turning and burying her face in his chest, inhaling his smell like
it was a cure. Other nights she could pull herself together, think of how at least Will’s
mom and dad were still very much in love, able to lean on each other. That made her
feel better. But always, Beck was there, awake and solid and sure.
It was a few hours after Beck went back to work, that Cora, coming back from
a late afternoon run, saw a silver mini-van pull in to Beck’s driveway. The side panel had
the words Lauren’s Lavender scripted on the door, and through the tinted windows, Cora
could make out shapes, linear and solid, possibly suitcases and some furniture. She
slowed her pace to a walk. Cora stayed on the other side of the road under the pretense
of stretching, watching as a slight woman in jeans and a white blouse got out of the
driver’s side and walked slowly up to the door. Cora contemplated possibly crossing the
street and confronting her, letting the older woman see everything that she no longer
had: a toned body, hair that didn’t need the roots touched up, twenty extra years, and
of course Beck. But it was more likely that, as Cora continued to watch Lauren, she
couldn’t help but notice her beauty. Lauren had light blonde hair that fluffed around
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the sharp contours of her face. The lines that Cora could see surrounding her mouth
and eyes gave her the dignity of a life well lived. Lauren bent and set down a card on
the doormat, placing a small deep blue bottle on top of it. She then turned, still not
noticing Cora, and touched a finger to the wind chime Cora had made with some
beach glass and driftwood she’d found in the garage, smiling as the green and blue and
white pieces knocked lightly against each other. She leaned on the edge of the porch
railing for a little while. Lauren wore her hay-colored hair, the lines on her face, and
the collected years on her shoulders with grace. Cora felt something shift inside as she
realized that Lauren fit more than she did. By the time Lauren got back into her van
and drove away, Cora was crossing the road, thinking about where she’d last seen her
suitcases, tucked away in the garage.
At least, that’s how Beck figured it happened, as he stood in the middle of his burned
and blackened lavender field, dried and skeletal stalks crumbling at his feet. His hands
deep in the pockets of his jeans, he pressed the fingers of his right hand against the note
Cora had left him.
Beck came up to the register through the door to the back store room, having
just finished helping Kevin, the new kid they’d hired just last week, clean up the millet
seed he’d spilled. The pellets had gone everywhere, and the god damn kid had just been
making it worse by stepping all over the crumbled pieces as he tried to sweep it up.
There was a woman waiting behind the counter. It was Janna. On the occasions that
Beck had eaten at the diner, since he and Lauren had gotten divorced, she’d come over
and taken his order herself. Beck liked the way her steps sounded as she walked, a little
heavier despite her lean frame, and the way he could tell from her hands and her slim
forearms that she worked hard. He looked down at the red bridle and metal hoof pick
lying on the counter. “This everything?” he asked her, smiling and scanning them in.
“Yep, thanks,” Janna said, handing him her card. “Got a race coming up next
week in Bakersfield, and I just thought I’d refresh my stock.” Beck knew Janna was an
excellent barrel racer and had seen a couple of the belt buckles that she’d won over the
years hanging around her hips as she refilled his coffee.
“Well, good luck.” Beck hesitated, and Janna leaned back on her heels. “Maybe
I’ll stop by and watch you?” He blushed. “I mean, Bakersfield is only forty-five minutes
out, and they have some good barbeque places…” Janna laughed, all blue eyes and
crinkled corners.
“I’d like that,” she said, nodding. “What about that young girl I’ve heard you’ve
got at your place though? She’s your niece? That’s what Alice from down the street told
me.” Beck rolled his eyes inwardly. God damn nosy Alice Hanson. Always trying to stir the pot.
He’d been feeling so much better lately, gotten used to the idea of Cora being there,
that he’d forgotten about what people in town might think. He hadn’t been hiding her,
there just wasn’t much to do in town, and Beck had even felt a little afraid of Cora
finding him boring. She’d never really seemed to care that much anyway, comfortable
to go running or hiking through the nearby hills instead.
“Guess I have to talk to her,” Beck said. They’d have to straighten things out,
see what was really going on. Janna took her bag and started heading for the door.
“Well, let me know in the next few days,” she said with a little wave. “You
know where to find me.” As he watched her truck pull out of the parking lot, her strong
hands gripping the steering wheel, Beck began to know what he might want.
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They turned off the sirens on the fire trucks finally, though Beck could still
hear Tucker, the local sheriff, yelling across to either Howe or Greg, firefighters, about
what they thought happened. Beck had been told that the fire had started from the
middle of the field, somewhere closer to the road, and burned outward from there.
A passing car, Bud Hollis from Hollis’ Hardware, had been driving home and seen the
flames and the smoke and called it in. The fire department had responded within fifteen
minutes, but that was after who-knows how long after the field had started burning.
The flames was almost entirely gone, contained to just the field and half a tree. Beck
nudged the remains of a bush with the toe of his shoe, watching as it fell like grey
snow. She must have showered, he thought. Cora always showered after a run. Then she
packed, and then he could see her as she loaded up her car, knowing that she’d had
about an hour before he got home. She made her way back up the driveway, feeling the
gravel shift beneath her shoes, and wondered if she was making the right decision. She
fingered the edges of the card that Lauren had left.
When she’d picked up the blue bottle, which turned out to be lavender extract,
he could see her debating whether or not she should read the letter, whether she should
just throw it away, or leave it for him to read on his own. In the end, Beck decided, Cora
had sat on the top step, the sun soaking into her bare shoulders, and slipped a finger
beneath the envelope edge and read the note. It hadn’t been very long, and the printing
was the same looping script as the logo on the van. Cora would have found it slightly
annoying and frilly. Lauren had written that she hoped that Beck was doing all right and
that her own business was doing really great. Lauren then gave her new home address
and said that if Beck was anywhere in the neighborhood that he should look her up. She
had ended with a simple: —Lauren.
As Cora tucked the letter into the back pocket of her jeans, Beck wondered what she’d
been thinking. He hoped that she didn’t feel hurt and then chided himself, because Cora
was better than that. She more likely brushed herself off and thought that she couldn’t
stay. Which was true. Beck imagined that it was the image of Lauren, leaning over the
white railing, in her white blouse, her blonde hair waving in the wind. It was how
Christmas-card-picturesque Lauren must have looked—the gracefully aging, middle
class woman, waiting on a wraparound porch—that had clued Cora in about the role
she had been trying to fill. The quietness of the town, of his house, had lulled her, and
comforted her like the murmur of familiar voices in the next room at night. And Beck,
with his broad chest and soft eyes, well, he had given her a place to land and rest. But
watching Lauren, Cora recognized the danger of settling too soon.
Beck then had Cora take the letter out and roll it so that it fit in the mouth of
the bottle, tipping it a couple of times so that the extract soaked into the paper and the
looping print. Cora would have known from a cooking recipe that lavender extract is
made by fermenting the heads of lavender in one-hundred-proof vodka. She then took
a match from the box she’d found in the drawer to the left of the kitchen sink, lit it, and
watched the edges of Lauren’s new address curl and blacken, before winding up and
arching the bottle, its dark blue flashing in the late afternoon sun, out into the middle
of the field. Cora then calmly walked to her car and pulled out of the driveway. As she
began to head north, Beck watched her roll down her windows, smiling as she smelled
smoke, and lavender, and the last remnants of something both she and Beck were better
off letting go of.
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The Loneliness of
the Longboard
Surfer
mean beam bottom bitch without reluctance\\
\\ air above \\
since forever baby boy: since forever liquid sparkler \\
he has sense,
and peanut butter jelly geography to his page \\
his romance is of the west.
his eyes are of dandelions kicked to the wind.
he moves like ancient turtle migration.
\\ reaches feet to sidewalk; sand to depths \\ ride \\
night: velcro-tightened mind withstanding \\
party lights, pussy willows, retro punch.
he is orpheus descending; with all the elements positioned just so.
\\ jellyfish electric \\
he says he likes the loneliness.
he says it’s the water.
so he moves \\ he wills himself into the next measure \\
into liquid resolute bits \\
so move \\ orca, curl of eye \\
so ride \\ black rollo wave \\
basilica and
coral reaches below.
he likes to tell it: with warmed exaggeration \\
\\ slow-motion buffalo stampede \\ ride the railroads free and easy \\
\\ the orange glowing bars of elsewhere \\
oscillating seal calls \\ oily portland hipsters howling on the beach.
those juno cheeked rosy-red lips,
somewhere, sister getting married.
\\ spring, summer, fall, winter, spring \\
baja girl on a branch, of a tree, of a forest, overlooking elephant burial grounds \\
color to the world.
and white material: plantations, gas stations, diners, and sharks.
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morning lunar:
sweet blue beach of cold and awakening.
he crawls out into the break.
into deep heights: bombora reef \\\\
the serotonin functions twice, exposed between tissues of warm-blooded
neurochemistry;
human shown.
he is, as a raw page, blank yet dipped \\
\\ so ride \\ bulbous waves of air mother agua \\
ride \\ and
brew by light these occurrences forever.
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The World Is a Wild
and Weary Place
the world is a wild and weary place,
fully sunk in spiral murder,
fully strummed in skin water waves,
bound by death from the very first:
first verse.
first love.
first this.
go forth my machines, be fruitful and jettison.
so color says hang at the edge of our lips.
smell the books,
remind us; books.
just before the blue takes it all,
that sunstruck lomographia light,
transposed no-makeup California girl;
she walks before me along the boulders of the wharf.
real summer breathing.
our bodies, piled
and starbleached white.
a heap of buffalo skulls.
maybe then a futuristic dinner, where everyone gathers in floating space pods
singing hymns beneath;
above;
between the lights and music.
reality is ::: blacktop shards against my knees,
something burning as it trickles to my chin.
man of me living by city glisten,
city green and orange,
city midnight, and barely breathing.
destroyers, we are.
and what? what am i, father? man of industry?
man of work-welded science? secure as armadillo white,
armadillo picket fence.
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am i of halfbreed phosphorus?
americana?
built on love and hate and television.
nat geo channel: [a gecko licks dew from its eyes on the coastal sand dunes of
Namibia]
money. women. go west, young man.
be the hand tightening ribs.
be the quaking echo of mammalian design.
a paradigm of seed my fire.
quest for fire.
for uncut diamond; like foggy strawberry rock in an African boy’s fingers.
for cut steel; a phallus of toyish death between Brazilian boy’s fingers.
or pulled teeth; bits of wet fruit in the young Afghani’s fingers.
ice cream trolly; pedestal etched iron; denim and ass; and
microwaves ::::::
white man: what I got? what I got?
manifest destiny: gold bricks and beer.
blood soaked socks.
cyprus burnt umbers.
tribes decomposing at the bottoms of styrofoam cups.
coin-op wormies.
eighteen inch circumference blades making round rolling high pitched songs deep in
the skin of old
mother earth.
old baby cakes.
old life in slow motion, all motion.
40 ounce bounce.
particle cannon treatise.
watery us below.
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Katrin Tschirgi

The Bones of Apples
Sofia, Felix would remember. She was a girl with a prickly yucca tongue and a
small mouth, the daughter of Juan Ruiz Paz from Oaxaca, a man who helped grow apples
on the family orchard. Halloween afternoon, the first time they met, Felix’s mother
hosted a party with folding tables covered in paper, miniature pumpkins, popcorn balls,
plastic rings shaped like spiders. She filled a metal bucket with water and half a dozen
apples, set it on the raffia lawn. Sofia knelt in front of it, dipped her whole face in and
the fruit glided past her cheekbones, buoyed to the top. Finally, she resurfaced kissing a
Red Delicious. Sofia spat it into her hand and smiled triumphantly. She had left perfect,
white scalloped teeth marks in apple skin, like someone had pressed a bottle cap down
into the fruit. It was then that Felix realized how small her mouth was.
Each year, Felix waited for Sofia to return. The apple flowers bloomed in
April, and Felix would count down the months until he and Sofia would take the spots
of birds gone South, perching like robins in the orchard and eating fruit until they were
sick. The two would journey back to her father’s trailer, parked on the opposite end of
the farm, where Juan made them drink fresh chicken broth. November, Felix walked
home alone.
					
It was mid-October again, like it always was in Felix’s memory. Sofia sat in
her favorite tree, whose branches were crooked, knobby, grandfather’s knees. Felix
watched as she leaned against the rough bark, her legs dangling ornamentally over the
branches. Gabriel, who spent the day with them, was a year older than Felix and the
star of the freshman softball team.
“In ten years? Shit, man, I don’t know. I’ll have a big house with a swimming
pool and a wife, you know what I’m sayin’? A blonde honey with lots of curves.” Gabriel
smiled and moved his hands in the shape of an hourglass.
“Stop,” Sofia said, laughing awkwardly.
Gabriel held two McIntosh apples to his chest and Sofia snapped one off the
tree, its branches reverberating, and threw with a boy’s arm. The fruit hit dangerously
close to Gabriel’s shin. The two boys laughed.
“God, lighten up,” Gabriel said.
“Ok, Sofia,” Felix said, “what about you?”
She paused. “A teacher,” she said.
“A teacher? You could be anything, have anything you want, and you want to
be a teacher?” Gabriel scoffed.
“Well that wasn’t the question. If I could be anything, I would be in the
Olympics.”
“Doing what?” Felix asked.
“I would be a runner,” Sofia said.
He laughed, “You could never outrun me.”
“Oh yes I could,” she protested, “I could run you out of town.”
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“You two couldn’t beat me if you tried,” Gabriel said.
“Wanna bet?”
“I bet I can beat both of you kids with my shoes tied together.”
“You’re an ass,” Felix said.
“I know what,” Gabriel said. “Let’s have a race. First one to reach the finish line
gets to mack with the Indian princess.”
“Jesus, Gabe. Knock it off.”
“Hey, the kitten better run if she doesn’t wanna get smooched. But let’s face
it, babe, you’re gonna be walking to the finish line to get with me.”
“I said knock it off!”
“Calm down, Felix. I’m just jokin’. You know I’m just jokin’, right?” He gave
Sofia’s tennis shoe a small tug, and she kicked him playfully in the hand.
Felix gritted his teeth. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s go. To the canal and back. Sofia, you be
the judge.”
“What? No, the whole point is that I’m supposed to run!”
“No,” said Felix. “You have to judge.”
“Well then I’m not gonna do it,” she said, crossing her arms at her chest.
“Damn it, Sofia! I’m not fucking around!” Felix yelled at her.
She knit her eyebrows together and stared at him. He bit his lip, then stood
and flexed his shoulders back. “I’m ready when you are.”
Gabriel stood up and smiled, shaking his head. He went into a runner’s lunge
and said, “All right, on the count of three, go.”
He counted and then went sprinting down the orchard’s alleys. Felix didn’t
even turn his head to see where he was in relation to Gabriel. It wouldn’t have mattered
anyhow; the scores of branches obstructed his view. The thought of Gabriel kissing Sofia
was unbearable and his stomach churned like butter to think of it. He kicked his feet
harder off the ground. Several times, he nearly rolled an ankle on fallen fruit scattered
across the ground like bocce balls. Branches hit him in the face. He ran through the
sprinklers, like he had done so many times with Sofia. When he reached the frame of
the canal, touched the cement edge, and turned on his heel before sprinting back, he
believed he had run the fastest of his life.
When he returned to Sofia’s tree, she was nowhere in sight. Neither was
Gabriel. His backpack was still on the ground, though, and Felix looked around,
circling the orchard with his eyes. He felt dizzy and out of breath. The trees, with their
caterpillar-munched hands, seemed to reach toward him in the wind. And then he saw
her. She was walking back down to the house, her book bag over her shoulder. The belllike swing of her hips as she walked was unmistakable.
“Sofia!” Felix shouted. “Sofia!”
He continued running toward her, but she didn’t turn around. Gabriel
appeared from behind. Felix walked toward her quickly, grabbed her by the shoulders
and spun her around. He took her by the jawbone with one hand and held the knot of
her ponytail with the other. He pressed his lips on to hers, wedging his tongue fiercely
into her mouth. She pushed at his chest, but he only kissed her harder. He imagined her
at Halloween, her teeth sunk deep into an apple. She broke free.
“How dare you?” Sofia said. She held the back of her hand to her lips. She
shook her head; her mouth opened and closed like a fish. She backed off and then ran
toward the house.
“Way to go, man,” Gabriel laughed, patting the hunched-over Felix on the
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“Screw you,” said Felix, shaking him off. “I’ve got to go.”
Felix began jogging back to the house, but Sofia was nowhere to be found.

The next day, Felix was eating breakfast in the kitchen. His mother served him
biscuits with sausage gravy and a cup of orange juice. He sawed into his biscuit with a
fork.
“Oh, there you are, Sofia! I told your father I was looking for you. It looks
like you got the message. Here, you’re going to help me roll out some dough. We need
thirty pies for the Farmers Market tomorrow, and I’m only half way done.”
Felix looked up and Sofia was staring straight at him, the thin line of her
mouth drawn tight as barbed wire. She did not frown, did not look sad.
His mother threw a softball-size round of dough, wrapped in Saran Wrap,
onto the table, where it flattened out upon hitting the surface.
“Scoot over, Felix. Make room. Actually, since you are sitting there, make
yourself useful.” His mother threw down another ball.
Felix protested, “Are you serious? I don’t know how to bake.”
“Excuse me. You better learn, or you’re gonna embarrass yourself in front of
your friend. Now roll.”
Sofia pulled up a chair and sat across from Felix. She rested her wrists on the
white plastic tablecloth and waited for instruction. Her black hair was braided and
rolled into a bun on the top of her head. Her white dress hung loosely around her body.
“You two trade off. I only have one rolling pin.” She handed it to Felix. “Now
I got to make a phone call. Need to see what time we set up our booth.” She walked
outside with her cell phone pressed to her ear.
Sofia hit her round with the base of her fist. Felix began rolling, but within
a few minutes, Sofia flattened hers out perfectly and Felix had an oval, ripped and
wrinkled like an old house-painting shirt.
“You’re shaking the table,” Felix said.
She stopped and looked at him.
“I’m just sayin’,” he said. He looked around to make sure his mother had left
the room and then he took a marble-sized piece of dough and threw it lightly at her face.
It hit her on the nose and bounced back onto the table, cycling along like a toddler’s
stray pea. Felix laughed and waited for her to retaliate.
She wiped her nose off and went back to pounding.
“What?” he said, smacking the rolling pin down the center of his dough. “Why
are you acting like this? Not talking to me?”
“I’m not not talking to you.”
“Yeah, you are.You’re acting like some snotty teenage girl. What’s wrong with
you?”
“It’s my turn to use the pin,” she said.
“Take it then.” He thrust it forward, and it spun down to her end of the table.
He crossed his arms and leaned his chair back against the wall. He watched as
she smoothed out the lines of her dough, how she rounded her shoulder muscles each
time she rolled inwards. Her dark hands folded the white pastry into the glass dish.
“OK, fine,” said Felix. “You should be grateful though, you know?”
“Whatever, Felix.”
“No, God, what’s wrong with you? I ran for you. Don’t you understand?” Felix
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leaned across the table, and pointed at his chest. “I ran for you!”
She stood up and wiped her hands on her dress. Her brown eyes glossed over,
as if with lemon. “You idiot,” she said. “Gabe didn’t even run.”
Felix stood there, dumfounded. He picked up his mangled ball of dough and
threw it past her ear, as hard as he could at the wall, where it flattened like a moon
against the forest-green stripes of his mother’s favorite wallpaper. “I ran for you!”
“What in the devil’s name is going on in here? Felix, what the hell have you
done to my wall?” his mother said, entering the room.
Felix said nothing and looked at the ground, as did Sofia.
“What? You just think that you can have a food fight in my kitchen? Well I’ll
tell you what, mister. You can pay me twenty-two dollars for the pie you just wasted.
Clean this up now.”
“It’s Sofia’s fault,” Felix said.
“I bet it is. Sofia, keep rolling. Now I have to go. This better be cleaned up by
the time I get back.”
Felix stood there, watching through the screen door, as his mother walked
toward the driveway. He grumbled under his breath but went over and began scraping
together the beads of flour that had broken like a meteor on the floor. Gabriel didn’t
run. He felt his face turn red as beetroot.
Felix finished and turned around. Sofia was standing on her wooden chair, half
naked, her dress on the floor. Felix was eyelevel with her navel. A thin line of black hair
trailed down her stomach and disappeared under the white triangle of her underwear.
She hunched her shoulders forward so her breasts touched in the center. Felix said
nothing.
“Come on, Felix. Take your prize.”
“Sofia,” he started.
“What’s wrong? Or are you waiting for Gabriel to come watch?” She puckered
up her lips, and dipped each of her shoulders forward. Felix turned around quickly and
faced the corner of the wall. “Sofia,” he yelled, “put your clothes on now!” He felt his
breathing become rapid.
“Don’t you want your Indian princess?”
“Sofia!”
There was silence. Felix was hesitant to turn around, but he glanced over his
shoulder anyway. She was still standing on the chair. She swung her black hair around
one shoulder and it cascaded over her bra. She shrugged.
Very cautiously, without taking his eyes off her, he reached down to where her
white dress was pooled on the linoleum floor, scrunched it between his fingers, and
handed it up to her. She snatched it out of his hands and slipped it over her head.
Felix, aghast, resumed his pie post on his side of the table.
“You can have the rolling pin,” Felix said softly. She took it and resumed her
work. Cautiously, Felix took another loaf of dough and pressed it outwards, creating
dozens of small craters with his fingers. She smiled softly, proudly, and picked an apple
off the table and bit into it. She chewed silently.
The following autumn, when Sofia did not return with her father, it was the
next moment that Felix would remember above all the others: Sofia left the kitchen,
the screen door clanged shut behind her, and Felix did not follow. She had disappeared
into the orchard labyrinth, where once, not all that long ago, he could have found her.
He waited until her apple browned and then ate until only its skinny core remained.
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Rachel Lareau

Wild Girl
(for Susan Deer Cloud)
Doe Voice Mist Hair, with quiet campfire tones
sparking sparkling spinning out drowning in bayou
blue post meridian noon. She may fool you with
those mixed heritage soul-doors, cold wars of words
between back home, here now, there then, and new
house. Susan of the wind, of the Lost Songs,
the shadow trout-catcher’s sister, of honey mouth,
of the red blood, Blackfoot, pink tongue, gold coin
clan, of the laughter; Susan of sad smiles, of scholars,
of working against the system inside the system.
Wolf eyes, dusk gray, peace pipe ash gray, sugar
shaved wind pipe, teeth torn stories of mixed heritage.
Those eyes will trick you, lure you in as her words
burrow into your chest, sneaking and staining
Peter-Panned arteries, swirling up until they grasp
throat walls and tickle your uvula until you gag on her
raw, rough, and tender beauty. Buck Brave, Frost Curls
Wild Girl on her sixty-first round trip around the sun—
Car Stealer’s beloved, Pocahontas carrier, half-breed
well bred song sister, save room in your palm for
my fingers to hold. I’m wild like you and scared of
what it means to be a syrup sweet savage. Stag Heart
Milk Mane, let me tag along and be Wild with you
and walk in your footfalls and catch the taste of
exhaled spirit songs. I was born half and half and
Wild and naked like you on an October night
cold as ghost thumbs and wolf pelt blue.
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Eric Cipriani

See That My Grave Is
Kept Clean
I spent most of my grandfather’s funeral staring at the crucifix that hung above
the altar. It wasn’t like the ones hanging in school or in the living rooms of more
devout homes, little facsimiles not the size of my forearm with little, white facsimile
Jesuses glued on. This one had blood dripping down Christ’s face, nails in his hands and
feet that looked like the spikes we sometimes found by the abandoned railroad tracks
behind the school, a gash in his ribs that wasn’t just a streak of red paint but had depth.
If I climbed up the church’s white pillars like I always daydreamed, I could run my hand
over it and feel where some anonymous Roman put the kibosh on the Lord.
For a brief moment I locked eyes with one of the altar boys, a classmate. Seeing
him seeing me made me ashamed of my tears. I didn’t want him to remember them
when we were riding bikes or dropping stink bombs down people’s shirts. I wanted
to hide them, not just from him, but from Grandma, from my father, my brother, and
everyone else in the packed church. If I didn’t look at my grandfather’s body lying there
(it was so strange, I had never seen him lying down before) I could put my tearless, stoic
ten-year-old mask on without any trouble. So I focused on Jesus in agony instead.
My grandfather had been a prisoner of war, a business owner, a mayor, and had
even written a book-length history of our little town on the Ohio River, which made
him something of a local celebrity. The good kind, not the guy-who-used-city-moneyto-solicit-prostitutes kind. Adults in town, especially men of Grandpa’s generation, had
a tendency to go bug-eyed when they heard my name, then tell me that I came from
good stock or make some other remark about the superior vintage of my blood. The
references to the quality of my lineage always made me feel like livestock. I was a prize
calf, which I could handle as long as it meant strangers admiring me. But one day those
conversations stopped. People still recognized my name, but the smiles and bug-eyes
became somber stares. Suddenly, being a Cipriani in Wellsburg, West Virginia wasn’t
like winning the lottery. I was constantly being asked how my grandfather was doing,
which was normal, except that now the questions seemed not to come out of friendly
curiosity or simple politeness, but genuine concern. Everyone I spoke to wanted to
make sure I knew that my grandfather was a great man. “They don’t make ‘em like Tony
Cipriani anymore,” they all said.
I never fully understood the praise thrown at him, though. To me, he was
the guy who sat on the other side of the table at brunch on Sundays after church and
told Grandma to watch the eggs. And that’s how I remember him. Just sitting there.
Apparently, he was the one who always buttered the toast, but the image of him
standing next to the toaster, knife in hand, seems absurd. My grandfather—war hero,
community leader—doesn’t even have legs in my memories. He exists only from the
waist up, sitting behind the kitchen table with a plate of scrambled eggs and sausage in
front of him. Maybe Grandma brought the dry toast to him so he could butter it sitting
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down. She would have done it, and so much more, if he’d asked.
Her devotion to him still seems almost silly in a world of fifty percent divorce
rates and reality dating programs. While he was in a P.O.W. camp in North Africa,
when she was still Rose Cipoletti, not Mrs. Cipriani, she wrote to him so often that she
vowed to never write another letter after the war. To this day, the first thing I think of
when I see her is how she knelt before his casket in the crowded funeral home, weeping
and crying his name. She appeared almost proud of her tears, as if every sob was an
affirmation of her love for him, a celebration of their life together. But the dramatic
honesty of her grieving didn’t make me comfortable with my own; being confronted
by such an open display of emotion only made me ashamed of my need to hide mine.
I didn’t have the courage to weep in public. I would have been humiliated. For weeks,
months, years afterwards, people would see me at the grocery store with my mother,
or walking home from school, and remember me as Tony Cipriani’s poor little crying
grandson. It’s not that I didn’t want to be remembered. I loved being recognized. But I
wanted to control the image that the adults I barely knew saw when they saw me, and
the pitied grieving boy wasn’t the image I wanted.
So while the rest of the family mourned, I ate store-bought cookies and stared
at the green linoleum floor in the funeral home kitchen.
My dad’s family had a strange way of relaying information about family crises
to its younger members (or perhaps only to me, the youngest of ten grandchildren),
a sort of talking without actually saying anything, like they were too lazy to keep it
a secret but unwilling to just come out with it. There would be vague, mysterious
conversations between my father and his siblings, brief and impenetrable. When I
was audacious enough to ask what they were talking about, the answer was always,
“Nothing.”
Around the time I began to notice the shift in how people inquired about my
grandfather, there was also an increase in these talking-but-not-saying conversations.
Usually, the conversations involved who was taking Grandpa and when they’d be taking
him. Were they going to stay with him? Could they bring him back or did someone else
need to go get him?
Where’s he being taken anyway? I wondered, but never asked. If I had, the answer
would have been nowhere and for no reason.
Almost exactly a year after his death, when I saw his name written on one of
the illuminated white paper bags that lined the inside of the high school track for the
Brooke County Relay for Life, I finally asked a few questions. He had been taken to the
hospital for radiation therapy on an inoperable brain tumor.
At the funeral, my father and his youngest brother both gave eulogies. I
remember only the beginning of my father’s and the end of my uncle’s. Either I’ve
simply forgotten what happened in between or I spent the bulk of their speeches in a
stupor. Likely the latter.
I sometimes think the interior of Catholic churches are designed to put the flock to
sleep—the poor lighting, the dark hues of the pews and altar, all those damn stainedglass saints looking serene and peaceful—so that once mass is over no one can be
entirely sure what went down inside. In any event, the two bits that I can recall have
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ended up shaping how I think about my grandfather more than the ten years of our lives
that overlapped ever did, which is not so much a testament to the power or wisdom of
the eulogies as much as it is proof of how little I knew him beyond the marquee items:
veteran, businessman, politician, local historian, all around hell of a guy.
My father began by invoking his father’s love of football. He probably used
it as a way to make a point about how Grandpa taught him the value of hard work
and perseverance—something very Greatest Generation and Middle America that
Dad would say I haven’t learned to appreciate yet. Whatever the ends were, I was
surprised, taken aback even, by the means. I had no idea my grandfather liked the game
enough for it to be the first thing mentioned in his eulogy. He went to college games
occasionally, but so did I, and no one will be talking about football at my funeral. I
couldn’t remember him ever discussing sports with my father or uncles, though today
I can barely remember him discussing anything. The sound of his voice—rich, warm,
that mild gruffness that comes with age instilling an air of nobility and importance—
courses through my memory, but when I try to think of something he actually said, my
mind goes blank. Why is it that I can remember the first day of preschool when I was
four years old (Chad Vargo, the bastard, broke the head off my favorite action figure, an
anthropomorphic rhino) but not the words of my grandfather?
There are only two things he said that I remember well. The first occurred
when I was in the second grade. Upon seeing my school picture, he told me that I
shouldn’t make faces.
I wasn’t making a face. That’s just how I smile, I told him.
My uncle’s eulogy, either blotted out by ten years of new memories or denied
entrance to the vaults from the start, ended with a clever line about Heaven getting
better toast and a new tenor. I knew Grandpa sang. I would look up at the choir in the
back of the church and see him standing in the front row, his legs hidden behind a waisthigh plaster wall. But this was when I first learned about his toast making, and today
I’m often reminded of his one domestic duty. Almost every Sunday, when an aunt or
uncle goes to the toaster, Grandma will stop what she’s doing, whether it’s cooking or
hectoring someone to eat a brownie, and turn to the counter. “Your dad used to always
do that,” she’ll say with a slight smile, her perpetually watering eyes maybe a little
wetter.
So when I think of him, I don’t think of a fully formed person so much as a
caricature—a few notable features exaggerated to fill up a blank page. He exists in
my mind like a chalk sketch of a dead body on the sidewalk, a detailed outline of an
individual who was my grandfather, but void of any actual content, those qualities that
made him the man we thank right alongside God before holiday meals, that make my
grandmother wish he was still here when someone who is not him makes toast.
When my dad and his siblings think of Grandpa, they recall a father and a
teacher. Grandma remembers a husband, a lover. I think of a football fan with no
patience for funny faces singing and making toast.
The second thing I can remember my grandfather saying is the name of
one of my cousins, the second son of my dad’s oldest sister. Though I’ve forgotten
the particulars of the conversation, the sound of this one utterance—“Andy”—is so
powerful it seems to have blown away the rest of that evening the way the crack of a
whip will extinguish a flame. He said it less than a week before the tumor in his brain
would finally overtake him, send him crashing down the cement steps in front of his
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house, splitting his nose open. I know this detail about the night he died because I heard
my grandmother comment on what a nice job the mortician did covering up the gash in
his face. Visitors at the funeral home who knew about the fall commented on how good
he looked. “That’s my Tony,” she said to them, “always a looker.”
But on the night he said “Andy” Grandpa was in a sorry state. My dad and I
went to visit him and Grandma because we were leaving for the beach the next day.
It would be the last time we saw him alive, something my dad apparently knew was
possible. An aunt and her family were also coming on vacation with us, and she and Dad
had considered cancelling the trip altogether because they knew their father might not
last much longer. But they decided to go ahead and go. Maybe because no one wanted
to explain to my brother and me why we couldn’t go to the beach, or perhaps they
thought if they simply acted like their father wasn’t dying, then he wouldn’t be. But
unfortunately death isn’t a fairy or Santa Claus. It doesn’t need you to believe in it.
Being in my grandparents’ house that evening was bizarre and somewhat eerie.
I only ever visited on Sunday afternoons when it was bright and loud and alive, bustling
with relatives, filled with their voices and the sounds of cooking and eating. Now it was
quiet. Dark except for one dim lamp and the unnatural blue glow of Jeopardy!, up too
loud because neither Grandma nor Grandpa could hear. They both looked out of place
sitting in the living room, like old furniture you expect to be in one spot but find in
another. They had always been fixtures of the kitchen, rarely venturing into the living
room where my cousins and I watched Nickelodeon after we ate.
Their age had never been as obvious as it was that night, either. Grandma was
nothing if not spry for a woman her age—able to bounce around the kitchen and wait
on a dozen family members with the agility of a teenager—and Grandpa’s full head of
hair made him look barely a day over sixty. But in the orange light cast by that single
bulb, all 160 of their combined years could be seen in the deep crevices cut into their
faces.
Grandpa rested on the couch against the wall shared by the kitchen and living
room. I was the closest to him, sitting on a wooden chair by the doorway between the
two rooms, but in the mental picture I have of that night, I can see no more than his
right arm and the side of his face as he looks across me to speak to his son, sitting in the
musty pea-soup-colored recliner. Grandma is distant. She is on the opposite side of the
room at the extra table, never used except when the house was so crowded there was
no room at the one in the kitchen. She appears not to be a participant in the visit, but
an overseer, watching her husband closely as if she suspects he is not the man she waited
for to return from North Africa sixty years ago. My father and Grandpa talk about
small things. The price of red peppers, what the neighbors are up to, things like that.
Sometimes there are long pauses in the conversation. Grandpa stares blankly, confused
and scared because he can’t respond, and when he manages to, he stumbles over his
words.
Susie, the sister in Kentucky, had called that day. There was news about her
son, Andy. Grandpa called him Allan. He hurried to correct himself before anyone else
did, so the appearance of normality could be maintained, but the name was like a knot
that refused to be untied. “A-a-a-a-a,” he said, his powerful patriarchal voice rendered
impotent. There was an almost musical quality to the way he repeated that first vowel,
an unforgettable rhythm, like the rumble of a train. He broke through to the next
syllable after what felt like days of stuttering.
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“A-a-a-andy.”
For the first time, I understood that Grandpa was dying.
I was surprised to find myself alone when I woke up on the bed my brother
and I were sharing at our rented condo. Dad and I had planned to get up early that
morning so we could play catch on the beach before it got crowded. Neither of us was
immune to the occasional wild ball and we both hoped to avoid the embarrassment of
marring someone’s tan with a baseball-sized bruise or of destroying a child’s sandcastle.
But the clock on the wicker bedside table said it was eleven. By now the cool, wet sand
would be rife with toddlers digging up shells, teenage skimboarders, and all sorts of
other moving targets. We’d have to stand at the top of the beach where the loose, dry
sand would burn our feet and make it impossible to stand firmly, increasing the chances
of an errant ball.
I got up to chastise my father for not waking me earlier. When I opened the
bedroom door, he was standing just beyond the threshold of the frame, facing me, as
though he had been waiting there all morning.
“Why don’t you sit down,” he said. We both sat on the edge of the bed.
Somehow I knew what he was about to say. “Grandpa died today.”
At first I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure how these things worked. I didn’t
feel like crying. “Oh,” I said finally and stared at the comforter.
“It sucks,” he said.
“Yeah.”
We sat there for a moment. He asked if I wanted to go down to the beach
before we started packing to fly home.
We played catch and burnt our feet.
My grandfather’s oldest son and seven grandsons served as his pallbearers. We
stood in reverse chronological order – my brother and I in front, Anthony Cipriani, Jr.
and Anthony Cipriani III in the back. The arrangement seems fitting now. Those who
had a chance to truly know him stood by his head and heart, while the rest of us, mere
beneficiaries of his fabled hard work, carried his legs and feet.
During the funeral, the people who filled every row of the church’s pews
could see only the back of my head, if they saw me at all. Walking down the aisle with
my grandfather’s body, I tried not to think about them waiting outside to see my tearstreaked face. I focused on the sponginess of the red carpet beneath my feet and the
heft of the casket. It was heavier than I had expected. I had assumed that with the help
of my twenty-something-year-old cousins, it would be easy to carry, not unlike a full
bag of groceries. No one would let a ten-year-old carry a casket if they thought there
was a chance he couldn’t manage. But by the time we reached the wooden doors of the
church, my entire right side was weak and burning under the strain of having to hold
onto the thick, golden handle. I looked down at my hand, half expecting to see blood
trickling from my fingers, but there were only the normal splotches of pink and white
skin. I became less worried about being seen crying than appearing to struggle to hold
on to my tiny portion of my grandfather.
I squinted when we entered the bright June sun where the hearse waited for
Grandpa. As we turned toward the church steps, a crowd of faces came into view. My
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brother and I went onto the first step and then the second. On the third, I realized that
with each step down, as the casket tilted toward the earth, the load I had to bear grew
heavier. He began to slip from my hand. I imagined my corner of the casket falling to
the ground, cracking open with a bang. I saw Grandpa’s stiff, cold legs sliding out onto
the sidewalk. I heard screaming and weeping.
But that didn’t happen. I held on to my grandfather and we slid him into the
hearse that took him away.
Every Christmas Eve since his death we have visited the cemetery where
Grandpa is buried next to an empty plot reserved for Grandma. We go in the morning,
when the cold is especially miserable, and, because the cemetery rests just below the
highest point in the county, the wind is especially brutal, tearing away at chapped lips
and hands like sandpaper. Everyone, including me, even on our first visit when I was
eleven, takes a quarter shot of Crown Royal out of a plastic cup. We grimace and shake
our heads in his honor.
That first cemetery trip provided me with another item to add to my list of
Grandpa’s traits: whiskey drinker. The bottle we pour from belonged to him. I’m not
sure what we will do when it’s empty. Throw it away and buy a new one from Rite-Aid?
Will we stop? Will my eldest uncle lay it at the headstone and say “We’re still thinking
about you, Dad,” or will it sit in Grandma’s basement gathering dust with the expired
cans of vegetables and bottles of salad dressing?
I don’t know. What I do know is that I still don’t let myself cry at our little
memorials, no matter how big the rock in my throat grows, no matter how many other
cheeks are etched with tears. I’m tempted to say it’s because I don’t—and never will—
know who I’m crying for, but that’s not true. Those small items, mere footnotes in the
life of my grandfather—singer, lover of football, whiskey drinker, the guy who makes
toast—are every bit as important as what the town remembers him for. They’re what
make him more than just a character in the family mythology, what make him human.
No, the real reason I don’t cry is because I’m still ten years old and afraid of
being seen, of being remembered the wrong way.
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Joy Castro

Abby Hess:
Why do you think memoir has recently become a more popular genre with
mass readers? Did you read memoir before you wrote The Truth Book?
Joy Castro:
There has been lots of speculation about this; I like to have my memoir
students read James Atlas’s 1996 piece, “Confessing for Voyeurs: The Age of the Literary
Memoir is Now” , which named the shift as it was happening. More recently, people say
we’ve become a reality-TV era, obsessed with a “reality” that is nonetheless still shaped,
manipulated, constructed. We want the frisson or the semblance of voyeurism, but we
want a kind of slick and sensational predictability.
That’s one view, anyway. Maybe so, or maybe for some people.
More optimistically, I like to think that the popular interest in memoir has to do
with the democratization of literature and culture. We’ve realized that ordinary people,
not just presidents and movie stars, can have extraordinary lives. More importantly
for literary readers, we’ve realized that ordinary people can think extraordinary things
about their lives and can render their experience in extraordinary ways on the page.
We’re willing to have life illuminated by our next-door neighbor, if she can
write and think well enough. We don’t need a king or priest to dispense wisdom from
on high. We’re willing to be interested in each other. I don’t want to overreach, and
I’m no theorist, but I connect this with the idea of biopower, of Hardt and Negri, the
Occupy movement, the Arab Spring. I think it’s a hopeful shift, and our literary tastes
are deeply entwined with what’s happening in the culture at large right now.
I wasn’t a memoir reader at all before it was suggested to me that I write
a memoir. Until that time, I read fiction and poetry. I did my scholarly Ph.D. in
modernist literature, and that’s what I taught at the college where I worked: Castroce,
Faulkner, Woolf, Hemingway, T.S. Eliot. I don’t think I’d ever read a memoir except
Augustine’s Confessions as an undergraduate when it was forced upon me in a class called
Human Quest.
When I thought, Well, okay, I’ll give memoir a try, I did what any confirmed
student does: I studied. I read a few memoirs to gauge the parameters of the genre.
I remember reading Tobias Wolff’s This Boy’s Life at that time, which was entertaining
but no real help, and Kathryn Harrison’s The Kiss, which unlocked an approach for me:
compression, intensity, vignettes. I knew about those elements from the modernist
writers I loved the most, Katherine Mansfield and Jean Rhys, but I didn’t realize they
were a valid route into memoir. It worked well with the material I wanted to write.
I did the same thing more recently when I wanted to write a thriller. I read
all the mysteries I could get my hands on, until various approaches started clicking for
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me. My first thriller, Hell or HighWater, came out in July, and the second one will be out
next year. You can see in them pretty plainly the traces of the writers who influenced
me: Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Dennis Lehane, and Kate Atkinson.
David Joseph:
What are some favorite pieces you read for inspiration?
Castro:
Brigit Pegeen Kelly’s poetry. Naomi Shihab Nye’s poetry. Thomas Wyatt.
Wallace Stevens. Wislawa Szymborska. Tomas Tranströmer. Definitely poetry.
Abby:
What types of places, events, or objects do you observe for ideas?
Castro:
I’m not sure I really do this in any kind of deliberate way, and I’m not sure
ideas is really the accurate word for how it works for me. There’s nothing so fully
shaped or theoretical as an idea when I’m starting a piece.
Rather, images or lines or fragments of lines seem to arise from within. I think
this is the way it works for many writers. It’s much simpler and humbler than getting
ideas. (I do get ideas from time to time, but they’re usually nothing to do with writing.)
Those images or lines come from somewhere, though. I must have observed
them at one time and then stored them away, perhaps transmuted them. I try to observe
all the time, I guess. Then something just emerges, and I go with it.
David:
Within the writing department I’ve often heard debates about the validity
of false-remembrance in nonfiction. Do you feel that the fallibility of memory is a
weakness of memoir and personal essay, or an acceptable quirk of the genres?
Castro:
Fallibility of memory is a quality of memoir, but there’s a lot that authors can
do to verify their memories, if they want to. Some memoirists don’t care—and even
advocate for invention when it’s useful—but some do. A really nice collection on this
topic is Truth in Nonfiction, edited by David Lazar, which draws together a number of
different writers’ perspectives on the issue.
To me, it matters that my own work in memoir, while inherently subjective,
is as accurate as possible, because there are sociopolitical issues at stake in my work:
child abuse, fundamentalist religion, Latino history, and so on. So I check maps, talk to
other people, read newspaper accounts, and so on. I know my memory is fallible, and
I try to correct for that.
Beginning memoirists should know that it’s okay to include your fallibly
remembered scene. Sometimes including it and then acknowledging, But the
videorecording tells a different story, can be quite interesting. Why did you misremember
it that way? Memoir opens up a space for the exploration of human subjectivity,
including the exploration of those places where our memories fail or play tricks.
Abby:
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clearly?

Is there anything you do to try to remember scenes from your past more

Castro:
Yes, there is. Here’s my strategy. I lie alone in bed with my eyes closed and
try to recall fully one detail in all its sensory specificity. For example, if I can get the tie
that my stepfather wore door-to-door preaching in Wyoming County, West Virginia—
the muddy green color, the nubby texture of the polyester—then I can move over
slightly and get the shirt. The pants. The belt. The porch of the house we’re standing
on. And so on. That particular case really happened: I started with the tie and just kept
pushing. Sometimes more comes flooding back than I anticipated. I have to be careful.
David:
How do your loved ones react to reading your work? Is their reaction an
anxiety of yours, and if it is, how does that anxiety affect your writing process? Is
anything out of bounds?
Castro:
Yes. It makes me nervous. My brother and my husband are the ones I worry
about. I always show my husband anything I’ve written that includes him before I send
it out. If he wants something omitted, I’ll omit it. I love him; I don’t want him to
go around feeling that I could violate his privacy at any moment. Especially after the
difficult childhood I had, I believe in safety and in boundaries.
Similarly, I care about my younger brother. He’s the only person in my family
of origin to whom I showed The Truth Book before it went to press. I wanted him to be
able to delete anything he wanted to. He’d suffered enough as a child.
I pretty much don’t write about my son at all. Once in a while, maybe. But I
keep him fairly symbolic: “my son” as he intersects with my life, not him in his actual
own life full of real details. I don’t write about him. I write about myself. To write
about his own life, his own issues, would feel a little vulturey to me. He’s my son, not
my material. He didn’t ask to have a writer for a mother. To use him in my work would
feel uncomfortably like commodifying him.
It’s tough, though, because he’s a really fascinating guy! He’s 23 now and
having an interesting life. But my own feeling is that children deserve their privacy
and shouldn’t be exploited. Too many artists’ kids are fucked up. I didn’t want that for
Grey.
My biological family members, whom I didn’t meet until I was in my late 20s,
have expressed some nervousness about my writing: “Are you going to write about
this?” So when we traveled together to Italy for my half-brother’s wedding a couple of
years ago, I said up front, “I won’t be writing about any of it.” I wanted them to relax
and have fun, not worry about whether I was memorizing something they said so I
could use it later. Which I probably would have been, otherwise.
I don’t write about my ex-husband or his family. We got married very young,
because I was pregnant, and it was pretty much a train wreck. Everyone meant well.
He was just a kid.
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Abby:

Is there a line where something is too personal for you to write about it?

Castro:
No, not write, no lines: not when it comes to writing privately about things.
My journals are definitely a free-fall exposé of everything. At some point, they will be
burnt.
If you need to write something, write it. Stifling it will hurt you as a writer.
But as for publishing—well, see my answer to the previous question.
David:
How do you maintain a matter-of-fact voice in pieces with such disturbing
content? How do you pair that sort of distance with an intimate emotional resonance?
Castro:
Thank you. I think if the material is powerful enough, the best approach is
to keep the prose very cold and neutral. You don’t need to pump the language if the
events are inherently moving.
Also, in memoir, I think if there’s even a trace of amplification, critics and
readers will see it as whining or self-pity. It pushes them, understandably, out of the
text, because really, who wants to spend hours and hours with a self-pitying whiner?
By contrast, a kind of cool neutrality helps foster intimate emotional resonance,
because it’s not creating that kind of resistance on the part of the reader. The text isn’t
pushing the reader close in a kind of suffocating hothouse way, so the reader feels free
to move in close on his or her own. It also builds a kind of trust: If the author has this
much control and objectivity about explosive emotional material, then I can trust him or her to
guide me through it artfully and well. That’s the hope, anyway.
Abby:
Do you think you have a particular “voice” while writing creative nonfiction?
Do you ever find it changing?
Castro:
The differences among voice, persona, and tone have occupied many
commentators. Some people say voice is the fingerprint that remains the same in all
a writer’s works. I don’t know if I have that or not; critics would be better placed to
decide than I would. I do notice that, like almost all writers, I select different personae
for different material, and those personae have different tones, including different
sentence lengths, word choices, and so on; I just finished an essay about Spain that
sounds very different to me than The Truth Book or the essays in Island of Bones.
Also, I’m growing and changing as a writer all the time. I’m getting older. My
skills, I hope, are improving, and my perspective is changing.
It’s pretty fluid. I try not to overthink it and to just do my best with each
piece.
David:
How did you go about the process of deciding what should and shouldn’t be
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included in a full-length memoir?
Castro:
Ah, great question! Would-be memoirists typically struggle with this problem
quite a lot, and luckily, I didn’t. Here’s my answer: a very short craft essay called “The
Memoir as Psychological Thriller”. The short answer: rely on urgent questions to pull
you through the narrative. Include what answers the questions; exclude what doesn’t.
Simple.
Abby:
What is something you can’t stand to read about? Why?
Castro:
I’m sorry to answer this, because I would love to sound really large-hearted
and say, There’s nothing I can’t stand to read about. I’m so open-minded, yeah. But the truth
is, I can’t stand to read about baseball. I hate it. I can’t bear it. It bores me worse than
watching baseball does.
It’s awful, because there are all kinds of baseball books that my friends tell me
are great, and I can’t get past the first chapter. It’s a weakness, and it makes me feel
small-minded. I love the magazine n + 1 and wanted to like the baseball book that one
of its founding editors, Chad Harbach, wrote. Couldn’t do it. Bored out of my mind.
I think it’s because games in general bore me. I’ve always had a really rough
time caring about them. They feel so non-urgent. Or rather, the urgency surrounding
them feels entirely manufactured. They seem like a fun way to channel our attention
away from the things that matter. Or maybe they’re a safe, comfortable way to contain
our focus and energies, when we’d feel overwhelmed by the much larger, more difficult,
complex problems that we actually face—as individuals, as communities, as nations, as
a species. Anyway, whether it’s board games or card games or sports, I could never get
into them.
I will probably be deported for saying that.
Also, I love being out in nature and have strong environmental commitments,
but a lot of nature writing bores me, too. Not all. I love Terry Tempest Williams, for
example. But a lot of nature writing is like reading about food or travel. I’d rather be
doing it myself.
David:
What traits do you find you like best about other writers?
Castro:
Compassion and grace. Terry Tempest Williams and Naomi Shihab Nye have
modeled these qualities for me, and I’m so grateful to know them. Both of them are
radiant and humble, and their work blows me away.
It’s easy to be clever and brilliant and witty. Lots of writers are. But to be
truly talented, yet also to be generous of spirit and kind—that’s hard. To be so opensouled and unpretentious. That’s what I admire.
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Abby:
What do you think makes someone qualified to consider their self to be a
writer?
Castro:
This is a good question, but it’s a question that I can’t really address. “Being
a writer” is an identity question, and it’s sort of like saying, When is someone qualified to
think of herself as a Latina? It’s personal. I wouldn’t police or mandate that.
But the identity question regarding writing is not really very exciting to me. Whether
or not one considers oneself a writer, or the qualifications required to do so—not
really very interesting territory.
What’s exciting is actually to write. To be writing. If you love it and you’re
doing it, then you won’t really care all that much whether you are or are not qualified
to call yourself anything. Your identity as a writer or a non-writer won’t matter. The
work and the flow and the bliss will matter.
David:
Do you think creative nonfiction’s main purpose is to tell the truth for the
author’s or the reader’s benefit?
Castro:
No. I think creative nonfiction’s main purpose is to be art.
Abby:
Is there anything else, any advice or comment you would like to leave our
readers with?
Castro:
Thank you for reading this interview. Thank you all for caring about literature
and writing. Writers everywhere are grateful to you.
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Sierra Eckert

Maybe my city is
a jaguar

Inside the New Vegetarian restaurant there are New Vegetarians
congregating to sing the praises of five different kinds of pumpkin
or cherry pinot noir that tastes - mmmmm yes -while out by the alley
a banjo troupe from Baton Rouge makes the blues, one girl on a washboard,
fingers like jaguars. Another squats, firm hands on the bowstring, plays
the water trough upturned like a lover. Her legs encircle that galvanized metal,
leaning hard against the brick of the New Vegetarian. She twangs and whoops
and mmmmm yes mixes with the winebreath from the crowd as The Jaguars play
faster now as spiced faces loiter, sway and sour under the platinum sky and
one woman, stringy grey hair, gathers up her fringed skirt, she skitters a jig,
with halter top slipping revealing gleaming that cascade of white flesh
(and her hips like your mother’s). Some call her a cat. The band keeps playing.
You watch as the street, with its dingy look, gnaws on itself in the darkness.
And still, the woman, muttering “jaguar,” and meaning the sensation
of a mouth cracking marrow or that near-suffocation.
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Envelop
The house curves, stone
walls bend slightly, stretching
like the carpenter’s daughters before
performances at the Hedgerow Theater,
twisting its flaxen braids, not hair but maple
strands that wind through rooms, connect oak edges,
as wood flows from floor to furnishings, cocooning a home.
An ant crawls the underbelly of a table, over this
undulating geometry, onto a surface for pies or elbows
rested during family conversation. The carpenter
lives this way, art spilling into living. The ant finds
itself back at the other side and so does the carpenter,
here in the house that wraps its arms around its sides.
Here, years ago, a daughter tugs a light switch, her fingers
clasp a sculpture of herself, younger, clinging to a swing.
Next to it, a shelf of books with a tiny bookcase for a bookend.
In the corner, a statue wraps itself in its mahogany arms.
Winter. The carpenter sits in his bed, feels the rough
knots, the grain in the paneling. Outside the wood fills
with deer. He follows them until they fade into trees; eyes
trace back to the window frame, the curves of the house
where it folds back in on itself, like so much oblivion.
Now the house
feels forty years beneath his
hands. The long spine of the railing
would guide his hands through intimacy
when he was old, the vertebrae of its
steps hold his weight, twist into the bedroom.
In mahogany, a figure wraps its arms around itself.
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Translating Borges
I slip immersed in Mono Lake, imbibe
the word “hypothesize” or try, at least,
to write about the weather to the east
of somewhere where cicadas sing to pry
open the sun. The lake is salt and my
intransitive body floats until eased,
bone bare, in water where the brine flies feast
on eddies, dive encased in breath, defy
Darwin and physics. Columns crust the shore—
lake salts dried stiff into towers. They rise
like oracles ecstatic on alkali
tides that flow through up out here now, gull cries
iodize these verbs into verbs that pour
out salt-smarting, limestone-etched, this I.
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To Be Cleansed
Once I listened to a pastor explain to a congregation how he knew his wife was “the
one.” He had been seriously dating a girl by the name of Benita for a while and desperately
wanted to know if it was right for them to be together for the rest of their lives. While arguing
with God in his car, talking out loud as he drove on the crowded interstate, he asked God to
deliver him a sign. Five minutes later, low and behold, on a giant billboard on the side of the
highway, as though God himself had opened up the clouds and plopped it down right there,
the name “Benita” was printed big and bold.
When I heard this story I had a young man I would pray about. He had short brown
hair and gold in his eyes, and he wore too many tee shirts with fish on the back of them. I’d
never been fishing before, and I had never particularly wanted to go. That should have been
a sign. These prayers were restricted, the kind I didn’t really want an answer to because the
answer could be what I didn’t want: billboardless highways without his name. My midnight
whispers to the divine were half-hearted because I was scared to give my control over to
someone else. I didn’t want someone to decide that it was time to release him.
At a different church in Greensboro, North Carolina, I walked through a maze
made with duct tape on the floor. It was just a series of circles getting smaller, like the
shell of a snail. I had picked up a small grey rock from a basket at the start of the maze as
was instructed. The rock was supposed to represent something you’d been praying about,
something to give over to God. I made the rock my fisherman. I was tentative about this
activity, as is my skeptical nature, but the rock was smooth and cold in my hands, and I kept on
flipping it, pancake style, from one hand to the other, always making sure it was still touching
skin. I knew that as I got closer to the middle of the circular maze I would have to put it down
in the center with the other rocks already given over, so I walked slowly. At the core of the
snail, I bent down and stared at the pile. I couldn’t put the rock down even though I knew
if I released it from my palm it would make me lighter, like how the eagle I held at the zoo
when I was twelve left me lighter as it flew away. I thought of how my father said stubbornness
runs in the family. I played with the stone in my hands, now sitting cross-legged on the duct
taped carpet and as I inspected it more, I noticed it had little specks of gold in it. Of course
that would happen, of course it would become him. Everything had become him lately, street
signs and nametags and songs on the radio. It was infuriating, the way the world mocked me,
laughed at my belief in divinity. I thought of Bass Pro Shops, and its fishy logo for a long time,
and I could not stop circling my thumb around the surface of the stone. I thought it fit inside
my hand perfectly, squishing up against the love and marriage lines of my palm. I mulled over
the idea of putting it in my pocket and walking out the door with it. But then I let it go.
When I was fourteen I watched my father get his feet washed in church. He was
called up front in the middle of our service and sat in a chair where the worship leader
would normally sing. Microphone stands and speakers were pushed back to make room for
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him. Because of his height, his loud voice, and his joviality, things were always making room
for him. His long hair, tied in a ponytail, hung over his right shoulder as he slumped slightly
forwards in his chair, looking down to avoid the gaze of the congregation. He moved a strand
of hair back behind his ear, fresh grey lines streaking it. With his humble disposition that asked
not to be glorified, I now know what he was thinking then: that he didn’t deserve this.
A boy, Armend—tall, harsh, and Albanian—washed his feet first. He was wearing
a breathable blue and white muscle shirt. Instead of “What’s going on?” he’d say Wasgwannin’?
while pulling his jeans back high above his butt and stuffing cigarettes in his pocket with the
other hand. He wore a belt that day. He knelt down in front of the church body and he picked
up my father’s calloused foot and fungus-ridden toes out of the bowl of water and slathered
a washcloth up and down the bones and the veins that crossed over them, my father’s foot a
weathered map. Armend’s eyebrows, pushed down from concentration, sat at the beginning of
his forehead like a speed bump.
Behind Armend was Hussein from Kenya—short curly hair and skinny drug-inflicted
body. Behind him stood all the boys of my past, the gangsters and the pastor’s kid and my
first Pakistani “boyfriend”—ten years old at the time of our dating, we were merely playing
pretend—who came to be there for my father who had befriended him, not for me. I stood
there with them, not fully understanding then who my father was and how he came to be
there in that chair. The boys knew not of Christianity, what Jesus intended feet washing to
imply, but they did know this act was something meaningful. At one point Armend stood and
faced my father and thanked him for what he had done for him and all the youth behind him,
thanked him for inviting them all into our home on Christmas day, for eating our food that
their own mothers had never prepared.
The washing went on for almost five minutes, and the congregation was silent as
they listened to rag splattering into water and watched the smooth slide against my father’s
skin, fabric burrowing between his toes. And all the while, under pressure from the ache of
humility, my father was resistant to the water, to the young hands on his older skin that only
yearned to thank him.
As a twenty-year-old at an English teaching camp in the Czech Republic, I dreaded
taking showers. I would think about showering far in advance to figure out the best way to
go about it. There was a public shower that I was supposed to use with the rest of the Czech
students, one big room with multiple shower heads, filled therefore with multiple naked
bodies, multiple foreign skins. I had bought a swimsuit in Prague earlier that week because I
knew this predicament would be coming, but there was still the fear of finding myself in the
shower with a naked Czech girl, me the one who would feel ashamed in the midst of their
shamelessness and the bold and elegant way they held their bodies.
My fellow American friend tried to use the single stall we found in an unused cabin,
but half way through her shower the five-year-old daughter of one of the English teachers
burst through the shower curtain and stared at her unabashedly, asked her if she had seen her
mother anywhere.
After this occurrence, another adult told my friend that there was a shower in the
main building where we ate our meals. So, late in the evening, as the teenage Czech girls in
our cabin were falling asleep, we grabbed towels and shampoo and walked across the field,
and then the volleyball court, until we got to the building with the beloved showers. Still,
it was a group shower, but no one used it, so I spotted for her by the wall that separated the
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showers from the dressing room area as she stripped down and washed. When it came to be
my turn and she was spotting for me, I heard voices coming from the other side of the wall so
I hurried up and turned off the shower. When I walked out in my towel I saw a small Czech
woman leaning against the wall in a robe, a towel in her arms, holding it like a baby. I greeted
her, saying, “Dobry den,” and the three of us stood there for a moment, temporarily subverted
by the language barrier. I realized that my friend and I were not alone in trying to avoid the
dreaded communal shower, that we were not alone in trying to beat the system, in trying to
clean ourselves the way we wanted to.
We saw her again the next time we showered there, and we smiled at each other,
recognizing our shared fragility, the bodies we kept a secret. We three were the delicate
women, the ones lacking in the strong European confidence that everyone around us exuded.
We were stubborn children afraid of bath time, children who hid inside cupboards and under
beds until our mother’s hands grabbed our wrists and thrust us out and forwards.
I have never liked hearing someone claim to be heartbroken, as if a heart is a thing
that can break like a mother’s precious lamp or ceramic cat. The word “heartbroken” doesn’t
feel quite personal enough, more like something used, acting as a heavy sweater that can be
picked up and put on and then passed on to someone else. And then by the time it’s your turn
to wear the sweater it doesn’t fit because it’s been beaten down and stretched out by so many
different bodies. It was the fisherman who brought me the closest I’ve ever gotten to wearing
the ugly stretched-out word that is “heartbroken.” I feel, even now, the weight of this word
wearing me, rather than my body wearing the word.
On the evening after the breaking I sat on the floor leaning against a king-sized bed
in Memphis, Tennessee—an ugly ornamental pink duvet behind my head like a cushion. I
was in a room that I had made my home for the summer, a room in a large house owned by a
single woman, who I named “my lady.” She liked to let girls borrow her empty rooms so that
she might temporarily feel like she had daughters. Leaning against the bed, I had my phone in
my hand and my message inbox was open on the little screen. It was an old phone, one that
flipped open, because I used to adore the smooth way television stars would slide their thumb
between the metal slabs and pick up a call. That day I felt outdated just like my phone. I was
deleting old text messages from the fisherman, tons of them, the ones I had saved for over a
year because they made me feel brand-new every time I read them. I had never tried to delete
someone before. And it felt silly, this method, cleanly deleting messages from a shiny screen
when I should have been ripping up letters and throwing them into fire, when I was supposed
to have grown up by then.
Every time my thumb pressed down the button to remove them and I heard the little
click, something was leaking out of me, like I was taking my long, wet hair in my hands and
twisting the water out. It was almost a relief, a release, a stunning eagle flying off of my arm.
It was the ‘re’ that signified both something leaving and something coming back in to replace
it.
My younger brother said, “Shut up, bitch,” on the phone to my sister’s best friend
when he was twelve. My mother heard him and took him to the upstairs bathroom, washed his
mouth out with soap. I’d always heard of that happening to people, but I never really knew for
sure that it was a real method of punishment. I had never walked into a bathroom afterwards
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and smelt the soap myself. I don’t think my brother ever expected to see it happen either, to
feel the indented ridges of the Dove trademark slide back and forth across his tongue, the tip
flying in and out of the little manufactured craters, to chip off soft pieces of soap with the top
of his teeth as his mouth momentarily failed to open wide enough. This washing was so ugly,
so unwanted by him. It took my brother years before he started to swear violently in front of
my parents again. In that period I like to think that the soap washed away all of his old words,
leaving space for fresh words to march in and inhabit a new tongue.
After watching my father get his feet washed when I was fourteen, I got to have
mine washed when I was twenty. And this is what I was thinking: I do not deserve this. I am
my father’s child. I was sitting in the living room of a youth hostel in Prague. Six other interns
and I were in a circle of mismatched old fashioned armchairs, a pool table behind us, curtained
windows to the right hiding the Czech darkness.
My summer mentor and discipleship leader, Joanna, bent down in front of me.
The first time I met her all I could think of was how short she was, how odd we would look
together, how awkward it would be to hug her, her face suffocating in the middle of my
ribcage. She had soft brown hair and a tiny voice and a way of talking that made me feel so safe
that I would tell her everything. She liked making things, things such as earrings and bags and
pineapple beer. She met with a group of women every week for a time called “stitch and bitch”
where they would talk and sew together. She was good with her hands.
She knelt down by my feet and used her talented hands to pick up one foot at a time
and place them in a plastic mixing bowl. She poured a cup of water over them and started to
massage, not even a rag to hold to protect her hands from my dirt. It was very quiet as she did
this. The only other sounds in the room were the noises of her husband washing the intern’s
feet next to me and the sounds in my head that shrieked like tires braking, ripping at me for
allowing her to be so low while I was so high. Instead of her hands on my feet, I thought we
should all be a part of it. We could lie down bizarrely in a circle on the floor, arms stretched
out grabbing the feet of the person in front of us, until there are no gaps in the chain, and we
are all equals on the ground with each other. There wouldn’t need to be one person cleaning
and one person receiving, shedding dirt and skin.
When she finished she came close to my ear and whispered about how much joy we
had this summer, and she thanked God for me being there. Then she went on to the feet of
the next intern and it became my turn to be washed by her husband, Mark. I looked up at the
rest of my group for the first time and saw my best friend crying across the circle, his shining
golden-brown eyes, the curve of the Bass Pro Shops logo on his shirt. That summer in Prague
was when I first met the fisherman. I smiled at him, tasted salt on my own lips, turned around
and grabbed a tissue from a box sitting on the coffee table behind me, and handed it to him.
To reach my hand out to the fisherman, we had to join above the bent over forms of Mark and
Joanna, and the little white tissue waved like a flag surrendering between us. Perhaps then the
two of us realized that we needed to surrender to this happening, to allow Mark and Joanna to
be like the servants, because that is how they intended it to be. Through this action they were
sending us out into the world to be movers and fillers, to be servants to others as they were to
us that night. We were only washed to be dirtied again, to have new soil collide with our feet
just as new words danced on my brother’s tongue, just as my soles were muddied right after
showering, bare feet running across the volleyball court and then the field, back to stare in the
darkness at my fearless cabin of Czech teenage girls who I knew would dress in front of me
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in the morning, pale skin looking faultless in the early morning light. I didn’t yet know that
that was what I needed, or that such cleansing would happen exactly a year from then, leaning
against a bed in Memphis, Tennessee, feeling my body sigh from finally releasing that goldenspeckled stone.
When Mark finished with my feet he bent over and whispered in my ear, his short
translucent hair grazing my bowed head. He said that he was so proud of watching me be brave
this summer. But that was ridiculous because all I could think was that I was not brave, and I
am still not brave now, but have always been so afraid of this water.
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