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The Eating Rules
Dwight Hilson

 I had turned 12 before the summer my parents put me on 
a train for the three-day journey west—to the Tanner Brothers 
Wilderness School. The place sounded compelling at first: climb 
mountains, shoot rifles, explore seldom-trod canyons on horseback, 
and learn all the skills you might need if you ever were to survive a 
plane crash. That last part sounded a bit extreme, for sure, but the 
prospect of becoming as tough as Clint Eastwood appealed to most 
any candy-ass whippersnapper—even one used to seeing sunsets 
framed behind the skyscrapers visible from his living room window. 
And in my case the experience was meant to substitute for our annual 
family summer vacation spent at a fancy western “dude” ranch (a 
place where my mother would sleep in the mountain sunshine with an 
open book spread across her chest, the ranch wranglers would attend 
to my sister as she chased horses in a corral, and I’d fly-fish with my 
father in streams as fresh as the surrounding pine-scented air—and 
where, at night, we’d come together for a square dance, to enjoy the 
wide-brimmed caller scratch his fiddle and bellow, “Do-si-do and an 
alaman left, now promenaaade!”).
 My parents had announced during winter that we wouldn’t 
be going away as usual, which saddened me. But the Tanner Brothers 
summer camp was offered instead, and I’m sure I would’ve jumped on 
that westbound train with unbridled gusto—had not Monique joined 
our household only a month before my scheduled departure. 
 A trained nurse hired to help tend to my sister (whose throat 
always sounded as if filled more fully than any cough could clear), 
Monique had once been from France. Youthful and pretty, her auburn 
strands of short-cropped hair arced forward along her cheekbones, 
tightly framing her face, a face with full, red lips, sweeping eyelashes, 
and eyes as dark and green as shaded grass. When Monique stepped 
off the elevator, her accent danced through our apartment, and I was 
in love even before she said, “You muss be zee beeg brothurr.”
 And she could cook—boy, could she cook.
 Before she arrived I’d avoided our kitchen and its table 
covered with rows of plastic medication bottles, but Monique drew 
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me in; first, with a rhythm of clanging pots and pans, then with 
aromas: garlic roasting in olive oil, tomato sauce thick as stew that 
simmered with hints of basil, boiling artichokes, and, my favorite, 
the breaths of vanilla and coconut (or was that pineapple?) released 
from cake batter rising within the oven. And, of course, there was her 
sundress; pale purple and breezy, its hem floating—never lower than 
mid-thigh—over blushed curves I’d never noticed on a girl before. 
I imagined touching her hips, reaching for her hand, but she’d just 
smile before running off to soothe my sister’s echoing cough.
Little wonder that as I stood on the platform at Penn Station waiting 
to board my train, I hesitated to go. A porter pulled my olive duffel 
onto the shiny Pullman coach, and as I looked out from my window 
seat, I could see my parents stand with my sister, waving her bony 
arm, but there, too, was Monique, and as the train pulled away, I 
stared at her and didn’t stop until she disappeared in the distance. For 
what seemed an hour, all I wanted was to jump off and run back to 
her.

***
 The yellow Union Pacific express (we’d changed trains in 
Chicago) squealed to a stop in some god-forsaken, treeless town 
where tumbleweed, or maybe it was just garbage, staggered down 
Main Street with each dusty wind gust; a real Wild West place where 
even outlaws must’ve wanted to escape. Courtney Tanner was easy 
to recognize, he looked like a mountain man with a red scraggly 
beard and furrowed forehead, who, when not speaking his carefully 
chosen words, whistled a steady, upbeat tune. Asked why he liked 
to whistle, Courtney just grinned and said, “I want the bears to 
hear me coming.” He herded all us campers together on the railroad 
station platform. There were 30 of us, from all over the country. The 
youngest, some 10-year-old kid named Flint, cried homesick for the 
entire first week, and the oldest, 15-year-old Max, who already shaved, 
brought the biggest bow and arrow setup any of us had ever seen (he 
looked fully capable of killing any critter that got in his way).
 Then it was on a bus for hours of drool-dribbling sleep until 
jerked back to consciousness by the washed-out potholes of the camp’s 
gravel access road. We passed a stable full of droopy-headed horses 
before the bus hissed to a stop in front of a house-sized, white canvas 
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tent, beyond which spread an icy, dark lake at the base of a jagged 
mountain rock wall with snowfields smothering the highest ridges. 
And behind us stood the tepees—seven of them—authentic, weather-
stained canvas tepees with dry, gray support poles sticking out the 
tops.
 I lugged my duffel to the assigned tepee and officially met 
Zach, a skinny kid from Chicago whose clothes anticipated a growth 
spurt still many years off, and Kenny from Atlanta (or “Alana” as 
he pronounced it), whose ruddy complexion betrayed a devotion to 
anything tasting greasy or sweet. We organized our sleeping bags 
on cots scattered around a campfire ring centered on the dirt floor. 
For the next month that tepee became headquarters to brag about 
adventures, wonder what’s the deal with girls, and break into hysterics 
from every fart and belch as we drifted into the deepest muscle-
twitching sleep ever. But on that first night, we were still strangers 
and stayed kind of quiet. I stared up to where our tepee poles 
converged and drifted off into the bright stars swirling in the opening 
above...
 She was cooking, perhaps my good-bye meal, her apron tied 
tight around her curves with a bow that looked as perfect as one 
ribboned on a holiday gift. Oven mitts engulfed her arms, and I 
watched the apron bunch up around her waist as she bent down to 
pull a pan out of the oven. Steam flushed her cheeks when she held 
up her creation for me to see: cheese, browned slightly, bubbling with 
a crimson sauce and clear orange oil more vibrant than an autumn 
maple. And before the scene changed, I saw her lips smile and her 
eyelashes blow a kiss.
 Clang! Clang! Clang! sounded a bell right outside our tepee.
 “Holy crap! What’s that?” Zach shouted.
 We jumped into our blue jeans and scampered out the tepee 
flap with bootlaces trailing across the predawn frosted grass. Bob 
Tanner, taller and broader than his brother and wearing a spotless, 
wide-brimmed Stetson, banged a hammer against an oversize 
cowbell. His fingers looked strong enough to bend quarters, and I 
prayed the darkness masked my shaking. Standing at attention, no 
one dared interrupt as he announced we were expected to earn our 
breakfast— every morning—and any late risers would be washing 
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down outhouses. At that moment I needed to use one.
 For nearly an hour we chopped wood, hauled brush, and 
shoveled horse manure (each of us, no doubt, wondering if this 
was what we’d signed up for) before the brothers led us single file 
into the main tent. Our dust-caked noses were filled immediately 
with scents of grilled meats, toast, and fresh muffins, and if not for 
our labored breathing, the sounds of twisted, growling stomachs 
would’ve been unmistakable. Bob bellowed for attention and pointed 
to a rectangular sign hung above the serving table with blackened 
words seemingly branded into the wood. It was the Tanner Brothers’ 
“Eating Rules,” no exceptions allowed: “Take some of everything—
finish all that you take.”
 I didn’t understand the allegory, realizing instead, that if 
Brussels sprouts were on the menu, I would have to eat them—even if 
they made me puke.
 Not an issue during that first breakfast: Their wide, flat grill 
sizzled with greasy shredded hash browns, plump link sausages, piles 
of bacon, dripping with fat, rows of eggs, sunny-side up, their edges 
turning brown and crispy, and stacks of toast and muffins at the end 
of the serving counter surrounded by bowls of butter and jam. As we 
sat afterward, holding our bloated stomachs, Kenny whimpered, “I 
think I’m gonna barf!” and then he disappeared for near an hour.

***
 Surviving in the wilderness (plane crash or not) comes down 
to two things: finding shelter and enough food to hold out until 
the cavalry arrives (or crawl back to civilization if a viable choice). 
We had two weeks to prepare for the “Survival Hike,” the camp’s 
four-day examination, which loomed as the menacing equivalent of 
following a set of one-way footprints into a bat-infested cave. First 
off, we learned to make fires by scraping sparks off a magnesium stick 
into dried kindling—a valuable lesson, which taught us to never 
go anywhere—ever— without a magnesium stick. Next, we sewed 
a canvas backpack to carry the few supplies allowed: sleeping bag, 
poncho, one bullet (we’d share one rifle on the “hike”), hunting knife, 
and toothbrush (I also had a length of monofilament fishing line and 
a couple flies that my father gave me and which Courtney said I could 
bring along—since I knew how to use them). We learned to shoot, 
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somewhat straight, set up small game traps and snares, skin animals 
(you cut around their ankles and wrists, slice up to the abdomen, and 
peel away—gutting them afterward is less fun), build shelters from 
branches and pine boughs, and even how to cross raging streams, 
which wasn’t so much about wading across with a support pole, 
but, rather, how to survive when you fell into freezing rocky rapids 
(something each of us was forced to experience).
 Dinner the night before the hike was a feast: cheeseburgers 
on toasted buns, hot dogs, mashed potatoes, fruit, brownies, and 
chocolate milk; a meal we piled high and scarfed down as if it’d be 
our last, which seemed a distinct possibility. We waddled back to 
our tepees suspicious that our bloated bellies held another Tanner 
Brothers’ life lesson we were meant to decode— someday.
 Kenny asked, “Do you think they’re trying to fill us so we’ll 
last the whole four days?”
 “Only you,” said Zach. “You get big enough we won’t need 
to find food—we’ll eat you!” Then, as if on cue, he let out a tepee-
quaking gas blast.
 We laughed and then fell silent.
 I tried thinking of Monique—her eyelashes, her full chest, 
the impossibly perfect taper of her calves—and I wondered if was she 
lying in her bed, too, and ever thought of me?
 Our group woke well before the morning cowbell.
 Then it was time to survive.
 The hike started on a flat, dusty horse trail heading north, 
parallel to the gray granite spires to our east, and only gradually did 
the trail arc toward the peaks, steadily gaining altitude until, by 
midday, what had been a hike now seemed more a climb. Dinner was 
long forgotten and sweat soaked my shirt. Kenny looked ashen, while 
Zach, alone among us, appeared unfazed and spritely, whistling an 
unrecognizable tune that was infinitely more annoying than the one 
Courtney blew up ahead. The trail rose sharply alongside a cascading 
stream, into which any of us would’ve liked to dunk our sweaty 
heads and which drowned out our frenzied inhalation and breathless 
coughing.
 As if knowing we’d reached our limit, the trail flattened 
through meadow grass and into a high country valley. The stream 
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now meandered through a slough of willow thickets and beaver 
ponds, and although no trees were visible on the scree-covered flanks 
of the surrounding glacier-topped mountains, the valley’s craggy 
hillsides sheltered numerous groves of spruce, fir, and lodgepole 
pine. We trudged, exhausted, behind Courtney as he headed off the 
trail, angling toward an isolated clump of tall spruce, where, upon 
entering, he finally said, “We’re here!”

***
 Shelter first: Zach, Kenny and I wedged a log in the crook of a 
tree, leaned branches against it, and in no time had the frame covered 
in pine boughs, the result barely able to withstand a high-country 
thunderstorm but better than nothing. Next: food—God, did I need 
food. None of us wanted to admit our hunger, but I, at least, was 
certain the starvation process had begun.
 I joined a hunting party, and soon the eight of us—with 
eight bullets and one .22 rifle—scampered over nearby hillsides 
and boulders, looking to shoot anything that moved (hopefully, 
something edible). But our procession was odd at best: If they 
couldn’t smell us, any self-respecting animal must’ve felt the vibration 
of boots crunching on rocks or our none-too-quiet whispers. Our best 
chance was to spy some dumb, curious critter, or one paralyzed in 
fear on a tree branch, before it showed the good sense to skedaddle.
 Our first shot was at a squirrel working over a pinecone at 
the base of a tree. Max had the rifle. He waved us down behind him 
like an Army lieutenant and raised the rifle purposely, taking aim. 
My shoulders tensed, waiting for the report. I closed my eyes. Bang! 
The shot echoed off the hillside, and we all looked at the target. The 
squirrel was gone.
 Of course, Max wanted another shot, but he’d have to wait 
his turn and our rifle had announced our group’s intentions. We saw 
one more squirrel and a rockchuck before the sky darkened over the 
eastern peaks and we headed back. I was grateful my turn to misaim 
the gun never came.
 A raging campfire flickered off the branches above, its warmth 
doing little to dull the stomach pangs made worse by gulps of fresh, 
clear stream water. If I’d wanted to fall asleep thinking of Monique, 
there was little chance.
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 By morning my nose felt frozen—it was goddamn cold.
 None of us wanted to leave our sleeping bags. White, wispy 
smoke rose from still-smoldering embers, but no one made a move 
to blow them back up into fire. Only when sunshine rose, above the 
peaks and sliced into the grove, did we emerge. Zach and Kenny 
wanted to set traps; their boots were already tied, so I followed them 
to a south-facing hillside cobble just beyond the pine grove. The fact 
that we had no bait and would need an unsuspecting creature to 
misstep to achieve success was left unsaid, but it felt good to be busy. 
I dug holes for covered drop pits, fastened twine to a sage branch 
bended taut against a trigger stick, before brushing sand over the calm 
snare loop, and as I lifted a wide, flat rock—I saw the snake.
 He was a big one—biggest garter snake I’d ever seen (they 
were a regular sight along shore rocks when fishing with my father)—
and he sat still, coiled loosely like a paper clip, staring at me from a 
rock in the warming sun. I lowered the stone I’d intended to suspend 
as a trap and stared back. He was an old-timer—he’d shed a lot of 
skins—and this was his hillside. I wondered if he had ever seen other 
campers during previous summers but knew it wasn’t a good idea for 
any animal, even a snake, to be seen by the likes of us.
 He straightened his coils and I turned my head, slowly, to 
make sure Zach and Kenny hadn’t noticed. When I looked back, not 
one second later, he was gone.
 Zach said, “What are you lookin’ at?”
 And I replied, “Nothing.”

***
 By late afternoon we’d gone more than a day without food. 
Skin tightened between my eyes and ears, and my fingerprints were 
visible through dust and dryness. Another hunting party returned—
this time triumphant—with Max carrying a medium-size rockchuck. 
In short order its skin was off and stretched over a log, the belly sliced 
and scooped clean, and the remaining gray meat chopped into chunks 
and skewered onto willow saplings to balance over the campfire. We 
learned a sad reality at that moment about small, fuzzy animals: once 
you get rid of the fuzz, there isn’t much left to eat. The rockchuck 
meat cooked down to less than a single small chicken, and when split 
20 ways, all anyone received was two, maybe three, bites of genuine 

Dwight Hilson |



8

high-country varmint. And it does not taste like chicken. Honoring 
the Eating Rules did little to quell our hunger. Still, none of us 
imagined only a few months earlier that we’d ever volunteer to sample 
the flesh of a wild animal, and, no doubt, we would retell the story 
endlessly upon our return home. But at that moment I wouldn’t have 
minded a plate of steaming Brussels sprouts either.
 As we sat around the campfire afterward, Courtney asked 
Max what he planned to do with the rockchuck pelt, and he said, half 
jokingly, “My girlfriend will love it.”
 Once the three of us were zipped into our sleeping bags for 
the night, each quiet and staring at the steep-slanting pine boughs 
above us, Zach broke the silence. “Any of you guys ever kiss a girl?” 
he asked, most likely inspired by Max. And although the subject 
sounded incongruous, for whatever reason, no one objected.
 “I kissed Claudia DeSantis on the last day of school,” Kenny 
said skyward. “She drew a heart in my yearbook, but I imagined I 
was kissing her mom—everyone is in love with her mom. What about 
you?”
 “Not really, I mean, I kissed Vicki Everett on the bus once,” 
Zach answered, “but I must’ve done it wrong, cause she wouldn’t talk 
to me anymore.”
 We must have been too tired to laugh, for we just chuckled. 
And I knew it was my turn. I closed my eyes and lied: “I kissed my 
sister’s nurse once.”
 “Nurse?” Kenny drawled. “What’s that?”
 “My little sister is sick...” I said and then hesitated, suddenly 
filled with a biting emptiness.
 Someone said, “Yeah, okay.” And our shelter went quiet, sleep 
winning out.
 I felt guilty that I lied about Monique, but how could I admit 
the truth? That I was in love beyond all reason? They were my friends, 
sure, yet they could never understand—hell, I wasn’t sure I could 
understand my feelings. So I had tried, instead, to say something, 
anything, that sounded cool. But as I lay there, fighting off my 
exhaustion, I realized I was ashamed, ashamed most of all that I 
hadn’t thought of my sister even once since leaving home.

***
 We checked the traps in the midmorning sun, and of course, 
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they were empty. Although a few trails of tiny footprints skirted 
around nearby rocks, those animals had stayed shrewdly distant from 
our efforts. Kenny stated what he thought was obvious: “Maybe we 
should spread around some rockchuck guts.”
 “Oh, come on,” Zach said as if that was the dumbest thing 
he’d ever heard. “What do you want to catch? A hawk?”
 “Now that oughta taste like chicken,” Kenny answered, which 
got us laughing.
 We spread out on the rocks to soak up some warmth. Almost 
three days and we’d eaten only a few bites. A cool breeze competed 
against the sun. Off in the distance a single rifle shot echoed.
 “Can’t be many bullets left,” said Zach into the sky.
 My eyelids shone scarlet, closed against the sun. The warm 
rock pushed against curves in my back, but I relaxed, almost melting 
into the granite.
 “What do y’all suppose was the best meal you ever had?” 
asked Kenny, apparently way too fixated on what seemed so far 
removed. We remained quiet, thinking. Then he continued, “Well, 
I can tell you, for me it was chicken: battered, fried, and spicy with 
pepper...”
 I didn’t hear the rest of what he said, yet I remember Zach 
picking up when Kenny stopped, something about pizza stuffed 
with all manner of meat and cheese, and I was drifting, again seeing 
Monique blow hair from her eyes—and my sister, this time laughing 
as when she chased horses at the ranch. Someone was talking at me, 
and I opened my eyes.
 Zach said, “Hey, maybe a fish would do the trick. I mean for 
bait. You still got that fishing line?”
 Before I could answer Kenny stuttered, “H—holy crap—look 
at that!”
 Somehow I knew it was the snake. He slid along the ground 
below the rocks where we sat. He was oblivious to the danger, and I 
wanted to scare him away, but I also wondered at the same instant, 
why?
 It was too late; Zach and Kenny jumped off the rocks in 
pursuit. He hid beneath a rock. They pulled it up and he was off 
again, scurrying fast out of sight. Then Kenny shouts, “Over here!” 
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And there, in a drop-pit hole I’d dug the day before, coiled the big 
snake, his two-pronged tongue flashing in terror. God, I wanted 
them to leave it alone—let it live out its days undisturbed—but Zach 
grabbed the snake’s tail, and within seconds we were marching back 
to the pine grove with our now limp and headless snake.

***
 They were happy to make a contribution, finally, to our 
survival cause, but the morning left me sad, and I watched silently as 
they prepared to roast the animal. I knew the thing would taste lousy: 
too old and tough, and who ever heard of anyone eating a garter 
snake (rattler, maybe, but not a garter)? In fact, that poor old snake 
ended up tasting putrid and even Courtney agreed to suspend The 
Eating Rules—“Just this once.” But I didn’t wait for my measly taste 
and slunk off instead toward the stream with the fly line and fly my 
father had given me, and I realized as I walked away from the spruce 
grove that I had never fished alone.
 A break in willow thickets allowed me to kneel quietly and 
dangle the fly that I’d knotted to the line and a 10-foot leafless willow 
branch out onto a still beaver pond’s surface. Tiny ripples expanded 
over the water, and I jerked the branch, raising and dropping the fly 
and— swoosh—a splash erupted. But my reactions were slow, and 
I missed the strike. My heart raced and I tried not to breathe as I 
let the surface smooth back to a reflection of the afternoon clouds. I 
twitched the fly again onto the glassy surface—another splash—and 
this time a little brook trout hooked itself and darted jerkily to escape. 
My willow branch bended and wavelets riffled the water, but the hook 
held firm and I lifted the frantically convulsing fish above the willows 
and onto the grass—its crimson spots and white-tipped fins appeared 
as neon; its gills pulsed and mouth gulped for air. In the skinny fish’s 
panicked eyes, I saw my father’s creased face the night before I left 
for camp, after we’d finished Monique’s meal and after she’d put my 
sister to bed, when I had asked him quietly if my sister would ever get 
better.
 I fished among the beaver ponds until the sun lowered behind 
afternoon clouds, and an errant flip snagged the fly in an unreachable 
bramble. I knew Zach and Kenny would badger for being gone so 
long with nothing to show for it (“Hey, we thought you knew how 
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to fish!”), but I just smiled, preferring to remember each of the many 
fish I’d caught, how they looked so vivid and wild, how I couldn’t 
imagine their bright hues graying in the dry air, and how it felt to
release them all back to cool, still water.

***
 My sister died not two weeks after I returned from the 
Tanner Brothers. Her lungs had thickened beyond her strength and 
any medicine’s chance to clear them. We never discussed it, but my 
parents must not have wanted me to see her waste away. They, too, 
needed my time away to steel their emotions for the inevitable, and 
although they looked weary when meeting my train, their look never 
betrayed the sadness that filled our apartment the next few days. I 
couldn’t avoid the despair of a dying sister—my parent’s child—yet I 
nonetheless felt prepared, knowing instinctively to stay out of the way.
 Monique was gone not a month later. I wrote her twice 
during the following year, each a rambling report on school, friends, 
and lousy food without any expression of the emotions I’d felt all 
along (funny how a love left unrevealed becomes a love that never 
really fades). She didn’t write back, but one day the phone rang, 
and I heard my mother mention her name; Monique now owned a 
restaurant high in some mountain ski town, perhaps not too far from 
the Tanner Brothers camp—and she had married. I didn’t care. We 
talked for over an hour, about what I can no longer remember, but 
I know I didn’t want the call to end, and, of course, when I’d said 
almost everything there was to say, we said good-bye. And never 
spoke again.
 During the days after my sister’s death, I remembered a 
jumble of thoughts: I considered my parents selfish for sending me 
away from a true love; a thought soon replaced by the realization I’d 
never have met Monique had my sister not been ill; and then, too, 
I’d never been sent to the Tanner Brothers Wilderness School, where, 
perhaps, that big old snake would still be scurrying in search of a 
warm boulder to rest while worrying only about the hawks circling 
above. All of which would bring me back to thoughts of a sister I’d 
barely known and how, for some strange reason, during the last night 
of our camp survival test, I had foreseen the events soon to come.
 That night, high in the mountains, it was cold, and we were 
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near starved and exhausted. My eyes soon stopped following the 
moonlight arc through pine branches above, and my sleep swirled 
into a dream. I was home, floating from room to room, the wall 
shapes familiar yet colorless, and a trembling murmur drew me 
toward dozens of people I could remember, dressed in dark suits and 
dresses and speaking in whispers. Their lips stopped moving as I 
drifted past, and a rhythmic scratching replaced their sudden silence, 
pulling me toward the kitchen, where warm air encircled me and all 
shapes seemed to distort as if a mirage. Centered in the rippling air, 
Monique came into focus. She stood in a black dress, her arm mixing 
an invisible liquid. I reached for her and tried to tell her, excitedly, 
about animals hunted, the old snake, fish I watched swim away, and 
how I’d thought of her whenever moonglow lightened the treetops. 
But she couldn’t see me and continued placing formless morsels on 
trays whisked away by expressionless, white-gloved servers. I glided 
about, angling to touch Monique’s bare arms, knowing that if she 
could feel my touch, she might grasp hold and the dream would 
become real. But she opened an oven door instead, releasing a wave of 
heat, which repelled my approach, the warmth beading sweat on my 
forehead. I called out for my parents’ help, yet the murmuring guests 
drowned out my voice, and when I screamed for my sister—all sound 
ceased—and Monique’s face turned from pale to sallow. I struggled 
to stay in the dream, but drops of moisture rolled into my eyes, 
blurring vision until cooler waters splashed against my cheek and I 
saw clouds above snow-draped branches drifting against an early-
dawn sky.
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Phipp
Susan Taylor Chehak

When Jackson Bale crossed the line to collide head-on with a ten ton 
semi-trailer truck on a Tuesday evening early in November, I was the one 
who stood up first at the emergency meeting and volunteered to go out to 
the farmhouse to feed the dog and bring it to the school for Jack’s widow to 
take with her, back to the hometown in Iowa where his mother was waiting, 
where the funeral services were to be held, and where he would be buried 
in a plot near the ground that already held the remnants of his grandpar-
ents and his dad. Although there might have been some murmurs of doubt 
that floated around the room, no one had the nerve to flat out look me in 
the eye and tell me no, I was not the one to go. So I drove Charlie’s old blue 
Volvo station wagon out there first thing in the morning, and I took my 
time with it, creeping along slowly—as if I believed that my own extreme 
caution could make a difference and bring a change to what was already 
over with and done.

I went by way of the Ridge Road, following along the same path that 
Jack himself had taken the night before, and I knew at just which of the 
curves the accident had occurred, because although his mangled Jeep was 
towed off almost immediately after his body had been extracted from it, the 
semi had to be left where it was until a special wrecker could be called. The 
windows of the cab were scarred with frost, and it was severed from its trail-
er, which lay overturned nearby. I noticed that an arrangement of orange 
and blue carnations had already been fastened to a standing portion of the 
toppled fence, adding an uneasy splash of color to the grimmer background 
of the fallow field that rolls off downhill toward the creek, and I knew that 
just as soon as the whole story of what had happened got out, there would 
be plenty of other lookie-loos showing up to ogle the sight firsthand and 
imagine the flash and burn.

As for me, I sucked in my breath and kept my eyes on the road, until 
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the familiar sight of his name stenciled in black letters on the metal mail-
box at the end of the driveway popped up to knock the air back into me 
and burn my cheeks just like a full hand smack to the face. Although there 
weren’t any other cars around, still I went to the trouble to put on the 
blinker, signaling my intention well before I turned the Volvo in toward his 
house. Julia had left the front porch light on, but its otherwise welcoming 
glow was washed out and made feeble now by the dazzle of early morning 
sun already reflecting off the thin unbroken surface of that season’s first 
sticking snow.

I took my time crossing the span of space between Charlie’s car and 
Jack’s front door, moving at the same slow and careful pace that I’d already 
been keeping, hands in my coat pockets and head bowed. The last thing 
anybody needed now was for me to lose my footing, slip and fall and crack 
my head. So focused was my attention on the cautious placement of my 
feet that I was all the way up to the door before I saw the black coonhound 
shivering on the stone stoop. He had been there for a while, waiting for 
someone like me to come along and let him in, unaware of how his world 
had been forever changed while he was out nosing around in the woods all 
night, the way hounds do. Or maybe he did understand everything after 
all, because he took one look at me, raised his head, and howled.

I was busy fumbling for the key that Mrs. Ayer had given me to get 
in. My hands were cold and stiff and would not cooperate with my will—I 
should have worn gloves. The dog had pulled himself up to his feet, but the 
wag of his tail seemed pensive. The key wouldn’t turn, and he whined at 
me as I fiddled with it, so I stopped struggling for a moment and blew on 
my fingers to warm them. I took a deep breath to calm myself down, then 
turned back to the door again to work the key more slowly now, until at 
last the lock gave way, and the bolt slid out and then I was able, finally, to 
let myself in.

The hound glided past me toward the kitchen where he knew his dish 
was, but I lingered in the doorway for a second, looking into the main 
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room of the house, taking in the evidence of the life that had so recently 
been carried on there as if it might go on like that forever. Jack’s chair on 
one side of the fireplace and Julia’s on the other. Magazines piled on the 
coffee table, a book lying open on the floor, the cracked red leather of the 
couch, and the bright green and yellow of an afghan thrown across its back. 
A still life composition of chess board, stereo speakers, television set, coffee 
mug, whiskey glass, potted plant. The this and that of the here and now 
that got me to thinking some more about the impermanence of all things 
in general.

I was not a stranger to the place. I knew my way around that house, 
inside and out, upstairs and down, but I had never had the occasion to 
be there on my own—not without Charlie first and not without Jack 
later—and anyway at that moment I would rather not have had a reason to 
remember how, on the eve of Charlie’s deployment, Jack had stopped me 
in that doorway right there and, laughing, kissed me on the mouth for all 
to see. He was only trying to make the point that Charlie had a choice, but 
there it was—the silky brush of Jack’s lips across mine, the grit of his whis-
kered chin against mine, the smell of scotch and tobacco on his breath min-
gling with the same on mine—and I kept going back to the pang of that 
first touch, even after they brought Charlie back home to us ten months 
later, all the way up until Jack’s sudden and surprising engagement to Julia 
Radler last year, which was designed to put an end to it, once and for all.

But there I was again, stepping into that house and taking note of how 
the place had changed since those earlier days when none of us knew any-
thing about what was going to happen to us next. This was not the home 
of a man all on his own anymore—special touches here and there told that. 
Desperado had come to his senses, and now there was a bowl of red apples 
on the table, a bunch of wildflowers in a milky blue vase, whimsical little 
crystal figurines gleaming on a glass shelf near the window.

The brass clock on the mantel chimed eight times, which meant that 
the morning chapel service would be starting up over at Stanley Hall, and I 
was glad to be here and not there as the girls filed in and jostled each other 
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for a seat in the pews, their combined smell of wet wool and citrus sham-
poo, coconut lip gloss and patchouli perfume filling the air while Velma 
Bale hammered out something desperately cheerful up front on the baby 
grand.

It would be up to Dean Bradley then to break the news to the girls, 
although some of them would no doubt have heard some bits and pieces 
of the story already. Amanda Wirth, whose father was a state trooper, for 
example. And what word they had would have spread quickly from one 
girl to the next, warped into a mystery as it traveled among them in a hiss 
of whispers. Some would have had the presence of mind to compare the 
stories they were telling, testing the details to determine what was true and 
what was not, but even they would have had to take it as a bad sign that 
Mr. Bale’s car was not to be found in its assigned space in the parking lot 
this morning. That he hadn’t been seen in his office or in the hallways as 
usual earlier. That he wasn’t sitting in what was his customary place up on 
the dais now, and that the piano prelude was too loud and had been going 
on for too long, until finally Dean Bradley bustles in from the wings and 
moves to the lectern, where she taps the microphone with a finger, takes a 
breath, and solemnly eyes the assembled girls, who have all stopped talking 
and stopped breathing and gone still.

She wouldn’t mince her words, that is not her style. Mr. Bale has been 
involved in an accident, she would be telling them, and at first they’d be 
thinking that was it, and he was all right after all, he was hurt, maybe, he 
was in the hospital even, and that was bad, but it was not the worst that 
could be. They would be waiting for her to tell them that the rumors were 
only that, but then when she goes on and confirms the truth, her voice 
hitching as she says the words out loud—Dean Bradley, who Charlie had 
named Her Majesty the Imperious Snow Queen because of the halo of 
white hair and the broad square shoulders, the unwavering gaze and the 
hard cold set of her jaw—when she seems to sob the words that tell them 
Jack is dead, then this will be what finally sets the girls off, and after that, 
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pandemonium.
Some of them will react with anger, first. There will be cries of dis-

belief and bursts of tears, screams, explosive sobs. Dr. Larsen will have 
to be brought in, and Father Stephens will be there too. Classes will be 
cancelled—no geometry or biology or English lit today. Instead, the talk is 
going to have to be of Heaven and Hell, the Here and the Hereafter, and 
God’s Will or Man’s Fate, the ineluctable force that physics has on flesh. 
The flag at the edge of the Oval will be lowered to half-mast again. Some of 
the girls will beg to be allowed to go home, and arrangements are going to 
have to be made to accommodate them in that.

Even my most tentative movement into that room seemed to create too 
much of a ruckus in the stillness—as I reached across his chair to turn off a 
reading lamp, the air was disturbed by my presence, and dust motes swirled 
near the window where the sun had begun to break in through the cur-
tains. So I moved slowly and I kept my head low, as I crossed the room and 
made my way up the stairs.

The master bedroom is in the far back corner of Jack’s house; its high 
windows overlook the grassy yard with its dilapidated barn to one side and 
the acres of woodland that spread out on beyond. The closet door was open, 
revealing Julia’s bright clothes on one side and Jack’s familiar shirts and 
pants and jackets on the other, with his heavy shoes paired side by side on 
the floor below them. A pink silk robe that I hadn’t seen before hung from a 
hook on the back of the door.

The sight of the unmade bed against the far wall felt like a violation 
of another kind, but I spent some time putting it to right, carefully fold-
ing the edge of the sheet back over the top of the taut blanket and plac-
ing the pillows just so, as in a hospital or a hotel, as if it were just some 
random place for any stranger to come along and lay his head down for a 
while. When I was finished with this chore, I turned back to the closet to 
have one last look at Jack’s things, as a way of saying good-bye to all that, I 
guess. I poked at the shoulder of a wool tweed sport coat and watched the 
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sleeve swing as if there were some life in it, and then I stooped and slipped 
my hands down into the cool void of his tooled leather boots. I held them 
like that as if I were holding him, but it wasn’t so. I lifted them up then set 
them down again beside a pair of Julia’s red satin flats. I stepped back to 
consider the effect of this—it looked like something of an apology, to my 
eye. I closed the closet door on the whole thing then, once and for all, and 
if I was feeling anything like a sting of tears just then, I quickly blinked 
them away. I had no right or reason in the world to be grieving for this man 
that I was not supposed to know.

Over at Stanley Hall, a policeman was posted just outside the iron 
gates, and a local news van was lurking at the curb across the street. I gave 
the officer my name and told him what I was there for, showed him my 
driver’s license and all that other rigmarole, then waited for him to call 
somebody on his radio and get some kind of an okay before he would 
consent to open the gate and wave me in. From there I followed the long 
driveway that wound down through the woods and then opened up onto 
the grassy Oval at the end. The lot was full, so I had to park the Volvo next 
to the trash bins behind the Dining Hall.

I was aware of what I looked like to the two girls who were sharing a 
smoke in the woods and watching me as I started climbing up toward the 
Main Building at the far side of the Oval. Thin and tall and pale, I am not 
much to look at, but I do take up space. My hair is yellow and straight, 
neatly trimmed and only just beginning to recede. My eyes are soft—hazel 
gray or green or brown or blue, depending upon what else is going on 
around me. I know that to some of the girls in my classes I am a tragic fig-
ure—maybe even, from a distance, Byronesque. To others, I’m just another 
creep in a long black coat. I have the kind of face that people often say they 
think they’ve seen before. I am always reminding somebody of someone else 
that they know better than they know me. To the parents I am Mr. Phil-
lips, but the girls all call me Phipp.

As I headed toward Main Hall, I thought of Jack crossing the campus 
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just as I was doing then, striding the footpath with his hound at my heels. I 
was trying to summon up the sound of him calling to it, or of anybody else 
ever saying its name, but I couldn’t hear the word in my mind. I stopped 
and checked his tag. Pal. His name was Pal, and when I said it he looked at 
me like he was waiting for me to tell him something more, but I had noth-
ing.

Dean Bradley was not in her office, but Mrs. Ayer was at her desk as 
usual. She was busy typing something, and very serious about it, hunched 
over her keyboard and pecking at it, stopping to give the screen an abrupt 
quizzical squint, then right back at it again. The most important work in 
the world, it must have been. I had to cough into my fist before she became 
aware of me standing there. Her face was round and flat, her eyes agog 
behind her glasses and her mouth a rosy wrinkled pucker, drawn tight as a 
cat’s asshole. I gave her the house key and had planned to offer to hang on 
to the dog until Julia returned, but just then the phone rang, and Mrs. Ayer 
put up a finger to hush me as she reached to answer it. When I let go of his 
leash, the hound crossed the hall to nose and paw at Jack’s office door, and I 
thought it best that I back off then and let someone else look after him now.

The girls were still there when I got back to the car. They saw that I 
was watching them watching me, but there was no reason for them to care. 
They waved to me, said something to each other, and then headed off arm 
in arm deeper into the woods, toward the bluff, which has a spectacular 
view of the river but is strictly off limits even for the seniors, without a 
chaperone. I might have called them back, but I knew they were unlikely 
to heed whatever I could have found it in myself to tell them. They had 
nothing to fear from me. They would know that all bets are off, and there 
are not going to be any demerits or detentions handed out for whatever 
anyone might decide to do now. There isn’t much safety to be had anywhere 
anymore, not that I can see, and they are young enough still to think that 
the view alone is worth whatever risk it will take to get there to see it for 
themselves.
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Places to Change
Nick Bertelson

I. Misstep

Coty and I made the pact in sixth grade. If Osama Bin Laden wasn’t 
dead by the time we graduated high school, the two of us would join the 
army and kill him ourselves. All through lower school, Coty played with 
other kids’ ears. I remember his hands, as dry as cork board, massaging 
my ears for hours during lunch, recess, and class even, when the teachers 
faced the chalkboards. With the noise of it in mind now, like a pillow case 
rustling against my face, and the way he touched them when no one was 
watching, our relationship seems intimate, a forbidden affair.

The summer before we went to high school I watched Coty fall from 
the rafters of his mom’s garage. Once a week, we crawled over collapsed 
cardboard boxes and two-by-fours to the plastic Santa that Coty stashed 
old Playboys in. Slinking between rafters, I listened to Coty speak in his 
rapid fashion, words bursting from him like a police scanner. Then he 
disappeared, replaced by a plume of glittering dust. He stepped somewhere 
wrong, a place with little or nothing to hold him. When he landed, he 
screamed in a way boys aren’t supposed to at that age, letting go his pre-
pubescent pitch—something we all hid. He screamed like, dare I say, a girl.

I couldn’t get down fast enough. I knocked my head and shins on 
everything trying to find a different way down than the one he had taken. 
He fell onto the roof of his mom’s Camry, his arms through the weird glass 
of the windshield which seemed to pull harder each time he tried freeing 
himself. The dented roof didn’t let the passenger door open when I tried it, 
but I watched fingers of blood run down the glass, both inside the car and 
out. It covered the dashboard, ran down the radio, dripped to the carpet.

“I’m going to die,” Coty said, over and over. His face was white as can-
vas and covered in a pathetic painting of dust and tears.
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Coty’s mom threw open the door. “Oh my god!” she screamed. After 
that, she became a mess of hair and arms. She flailed and panicked and 
screamed into her cellphone. Coty gave up screaming and simply wept.

An ambulance came, and for the rest of the summer Coty’s arms 
looked like two huge cuts of meat wrapped in butcher paper. He told kids 
who’d never heard the story that he cut himself on purpose.

“Were you sad or something?” they asked.
“What?” Coty said. “No!”
In actuality, he was, but it was because he secretly longed for ears. 

Imagine what those textures meant to him: the mutability, stiff to squishy, 
the folds and bends and passages, the punching-bag lobe, the labyrinthine 
pinna, the tragus grazing his knuckles—those fleshy question marks punc-
tuating everyones’ face.

With his hands out of commission, he soon replaced his ear obses-
sion with the painkillers his doctor gave him, so that, near the end of high 
school, not a day went by when Coty’s backpack didn’t sound like a huge 
maraca. He and I hung out under the grandstand after school selling kids 
little pills with big names. But then Coty got busted, and I knocked all that 
off. I stopped carrying a backpack anyway. After we graduated, I kept track 
of Coty through newspaper articles and judicial reports. It started when a 
man allegedly raped Coty’s 14-year-old sister, even though she admitted 
the sex was consensual, that she didn’t want to press charges, that she loved 
this 23-year-old man who received a fine and community service despite all 
the love in the world. But justice for Coty came in the form of a tire iron to 
the side of the head. When I heard all this, I remembered our pact to kill 
Osama, as forgotten as the ninth-grade long division those pills had burned 
from our memories, and I said to myself that with his mentality Coty 
would have made a good soldier, maybe the one good enough to kill Osama 
himself. Then I wondered for the first time why his hands were so dry. Was 
it genetic? Did the skin wither with each generation, scaling off until kids 
were born with nothing but two bony garden-claws for hands? I pictured 
him staring at his hands in a hand-lotion-less jail cell, tracing with his 
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finger the lightning-like scars of his arms. Only three months ago, I heard 
about Coty molesting his seven-year-old cousin and a few more thoughts 
came to mind, one pertaining to the army having beef with pederasts, and 
the other: Coty fondling my ears with those sandpapery hands of his and 
my ears never taking on a similar callousness.

II. Any Tiny Place

The last time Winnie came to town, she called me an old man when 
I left the bar at eleven. “You’re a sixty-year-old in a twenty-three-year-old 
body,” she mumbled while crawling to bed from the toilet. I told her I’d like 
that knowledge now, all the stuff I’ll have retained by the time I’m sixty. I’d 
take it like a vitamin, all at once, everything I need to see the world proper.

“You can’t do that,” she said. “You’d be someone different, your sixty-
year-old self. What if I don’t like him?”

Hopefully, at sixty, I’ll be better off than my grandpa, who, on the 
morning Winnie came to town the second time, didn’t bother waking up. 
Encephalitis, Meningitis, Rocky Mountain Fever, West Nile, or a stroke—
the doctors didn’t know which, but it was a hell of a list to be up against.   
My father said I should go to the hospital soon and see him. But I told him 
about my company: “Winnie’s coming to town, Dad. I have to pick her up 
from the airport. We’re going hiking.”

Picture my grandfather, this man whose hairy hands I’ve inherited, 
with his mouth gaping, lips folded over his toothless gums, strings of saliva 
my grandma wipes away. “He’ll snap out of it,” she says, stolid. My little 
cousin’s head rests on his shoulder.

What am I to do?
They say, “Talk to him. Hearing is the last thing to go.” So I speak with 

the same inflection he used while cooing to me as a child.
I couldn’t do it, not that day.
Instead, I packed the truck and picked up Winnie from the airport. In 

the time between undergrad and graduate school, we had about as much 
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time together as we did money. So in the cheapest attempt I could think 
of to prove I was at least more agile than a sixty-year-old, I told her to wear 
hiking boots on the plane and we’d hit the hills first thing. Of course, I 
found her at the airport in a pleated skirt, tights, and heels.

“Who wears heels on a plane?” I said, as an officer waved the way for 
me.

“Relax,” she says. “It’s all in my carry-on.” She slides across the seat, 
kissing me on the cheek. “You’re just mad I didn’t follow instructions.”

In a restaurant, Winnie changed in the bathroom. She told me to order 
for her if the waitress came back, but a line of people formed at the door 
and no one working appeared to have graduated high school yet. Most of 
them leaned on the counter thumbing their cellphones. Across the room, a 
man read a menu with his glasses at the tip of his nose. His daughter’s head 
rested on his shoulder. In ten years I’d be asking myself when the head rest-
ing on my shoulder became my wife’s instead of my girlfriend’s—Winnie’s 
or whoever else may come. Another twenty years, I’ll ask when it became 
my daughter’s instead of my wife’s. And on it will go.

The people in that restaurant were not happy, but most were beautiful. 
Girls almost too young to touch walked by wearing shorts so short I almost 
saw the places the sun almost never tanned. Almost.

I stared back at the booth across the table as Winnie clunked up in her 
boots. She sat on the same side as me: something couples did, I was told, 
even when one of them doesn’t want to. She scooted in so close that when I 
moved over I felt a coldness coming off the wall, like sitting next to an open 
fridge.

“I just about had a panic attack in the bathroom,” Winnie said.
“Why’s that?”
“I couldn’t figure out the door. I turned the knob like crazy but it 

wouldn’t open. Then I started banging and a waitress helped me out. She 
said they’ve been having problems.”

“Guess they should fix it.”
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“I know, right? That’s one of my biggest fears.”
“Being locked in a bathroom?”
“Any tiny place.”
“Claustrophobia,” I said. I put my coffee cup up to my face without 

drinking.
“No, it’s something...more.”
I read the board across the restaurant with the specials written on it. It 

was a hell of a list. The words got so small near the bottom that I squinted 
without realizing it and Winnie patted my arm, giggling. “Put on your 
glasses, old man.”

Someone tell me, please. How much time passed before she put her 
head on my shoulder?

III. Fun and/or Games

My divorce ended in my wife taking everything except the five years’ 
worth of money I’d hid in an account under our daughter’s name. Ten min-
utes after becoming my new ex-wife, she bawled on the court steps when I 
told her about the account, not because I had deceived her, but because she 
wanted that money too. It was enough for a plane ticket to Vegas and hotel 
room near Fremont Street where I had to smack the TV a dozen times to 
keep the picture from going out, and when I asked the dealers in the hotel’s 
casino how they were doing, they replied with whatever day of the week it 
was. I slept the soundest sleep I ever have, married or single, even though 
the irregular couple next door regularly banged their headboard against my 
wall. I knew their secret, though—the comforting premise that kept them 
together: her begging him to stop, not really wanting him to stop, and him 
not stopping.

Their noises didn’t bother me. I just didn’t ever want to see them, not 
because the split with my wife made the thought of love taste like wasabi. 
Rather, I wanted the people making those noises to be beautiful. But when 
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I saw her walking with the bubbly gait of a preschooler, running her fingers 
over everything she passed, and I saw him in the same sleeveless shirt three 
days in a row eating cereal in the hotel restaurant, wiping milk from his lip-
ring with his wrist, I knew they were the type of people who’d rarely pay 
taxes. His name was Adam. Every time they fooled around, I heard her yell, 
“Adam stop!”

And Adam never stopped.
These types of things are supposed to bother people my age. When 

their headboard drowned out the only part of my TV that worked, I was 
supposed to complain at the front desk or go over there myself. These are 
the things my wife would have wanted me to do. I wasn’t supposed to tip-
toe across my bed comforter, put my ear to the air register, and listen to the 
noises they made.

“Adam, stop!” 
And Adam never stopped. That is, until he stood next to me at the 

urinal in the lobby bathroom. It was the middle of the day, but I had been 
drinking, and I’d just won a hundred dollar hand of blackjack. I was now 
brave enough to say “Adam, stop.” Softly at first, without turning toward 
him.

“What?” he asked.
“Adam, stop!” I said, facing him now. “Adam, stop!” I buttoned-up my 

pants. “Adam...staaawp.” I bounced dramatically toward the door before he 
finished peeing and left him at the urinal, wide-eyed and breathing through 
his teeth.

And that night I listened to the despondent squeak of the springs next 
door. After the night’s first “Adam, stop!” I knew I had got to him. The 
silence crept through everything and in my mind Adam replied, “You don’t 
mean that.” I hoped he rolled over, pulled the blanket tight to his body, and 
said, “Say it like you used to.”

In that moment, Adam stopped and the silence remained in every-
thing, a silence that became a ringing in my ears. It was the same silence 
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of the morning when I learned I could wake up without opening my eyes. 
From then on, I did it every morning while lying next to my wife because 
she woke up before me and, in the beginning of our marriage, stayed in 
bed until I woke up too. It was for fun at first, a trick I played, making her 
think I was still asleep when I wasn’t.

After a while, it was just something I did.
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Autumn Idol
Dennis Vannatta

 It wasn’t that the man sitting on the second floor patio of the office 
building was especially unobservant; it was just that at this particular hour 
of the day—twelve-to-one, his lunch hour—he neither needed nor wanted 
to be observant. In his job as a C.P.A. for an accounting firm, he spent his 
workday in meticulous scrutiny of invoices, receipts, ledgers, etc., and on 
his lunch break he liked to let his mind drift. So, he was startled to realize 
one day that the area of trees and greensward across the boulevard from 
where he sat, and upon which it was so calming to let his eyes rest, was in 
reality a cemetery. Once he saw the tombstones scattered among the trees, 
he wondered how on earth he’d ever managed to overlook them. Almost 
that same instant, he noticed the couple sitting on the concrete bench in 
the shade of a giant magnolia.

It might have been the couple’s first day in the cemetery, but some-
thing about their posture communicated a sense of ease and familiarity, 
and the man on the patio sensed they’d been there among the tombstones, 
the azaleas and dogwoods and the towering loblolly pines day after day 
and he’d missed them. In fact, the next day they were back on their bench, 
and the day after that. He didn’t think the couple were mourners, though. 
There was that posture of ease, and—although they were far enough away 
that he couldn’t be positive about their expressions— he didn’t think they 
were grieving. He would bet the woman was smiling rather than grimacing. 
More than once her companion jerked his head back as one would when 
laughing.

They were young, that was certain, much younger than he—but then 
wasn’t almost everybody? He concluded they were young lovers although 
why they met every day in a cemetery, God knows. Definitely young lovers, 
though.

Dennis Vannatta



28

He was wrong. They were just very good friends. The woman in fact 
was engaged to her companion’s best friend. Their wedding date had been 
set for the second weekend in May, just after the close of the spring semes-
ter.

They both taught at the community college, no more than two hun-
dred yards from where they sat, but hidden from the man on the patio 
by the trees in the cemetery and the tall redtip hedge beyond. Although 
the man had of course heard of the community college, he had no idea 
he rubbed shoulders with it, so to speak, at the accounting firm. He had a 
vague notion the community college was near the industrial park on the 
other side of town.

The man and woman did not teach in the same department. The man 
taught information science while the woman taught in the English depart-
ment (alas, comp courses only, no lit).

They would argue good-naturedly about whose job was more boring, 
whose were students the less interested and interesting, whose chairman 
was the stupider. The woman would lament the difficulty of finding a venue 
suitable for the wedding reception—large enough for the pared-to-the-bone 
list of 125 guests, yet affordable—and the stress of a Baptist (her) marrying 
into a Catholic (her fiancé’s) family.

“Or,” the man said, “the stress of a Catholic marrying into a Baptist 
family. Gotta stick up for Tony here”—Tony being the fiance.

They’d been coming over to the cemetery for a week or two—ever since 
it’d turned cool enough that they could sit outside comfortably at that time 
of day—before they noticed the man on the patio in the angle of the office 
building across the boulevard.

For the first couple of days they just noted his presence without think-
ing any more about him, but when he was in exactly the same place for the 
third straight day, the woman said, “There’s our friend,” and the man said, 
“You mean old Clyde?” Then he called out, “Hi, Clyde!” and waved until 
the woman, blushing and giggling, pulled his hand down, saying, “Stop it, 
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you idiot!”
He started to say that the man on the patio wasn’t even looking at 

them, but before he could get the words out, “Clyde” suddenly stood up 
and disappeared back into the building.

“Oh look, now you’ve hurt his feelings,” the woman said.
“What did I do? I was just being friendly.”
“Like hell. You were being an asshole, as usual,” she said, trying to 

sound disapproving but unable to suppress a grin. She’d known him almost 
as long as she’d known Tony. They’d all met at the university where she was 
a Tri-Delta and he and Tony were Phi Gams.

“You’re right,” he said. “Alas, alack. Why oh why did I wave? The poor 
guy is probably distraught, probably in there swinging over the drain as we 
speak.” He mimed tying a noose around his neck and hanging himself from 
an invisible shower head, tongue hanging out and eyes bulging and crossed.

She swatted him. “Asshole. The poor guy looked lonely, always up there 
by himself.”

They both looked across at the empty patio. As if on cue, the man 
reappeared, resumed his seat, and turned toward them. He was wearing 
sunglasses, which strangely enough heightened the impression that he was 
staring right at them. Although neither of them said it, both thought that 
the man returning to the patio despite suffering the humiliation of be-
ing waved at by the grinning asshole across the street showed that he was 
indeed terribly, terribly lonely.

They were wrong.
He hadn’t even seen the man in the cemetery wave to him. A moment 

before, he’d noticed that he had no salt for his hardboiled eggs, and he’d 
gone back inside to retrieve a couple of the little packets he kept in his desk. 
Because of the low brick wall surrounding the patio, the couple across the 
boulevard couldn’t see that he was sitting at a picnic table, his bag lunch 
spread before him. He used to either go out for lunch or eat in the cafeteria 
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shared by the several businesses in the building complex. He’d never even 
known the patio was there until he took a wrong turn one day looking for 
a colleague’s office. After that, he took his lunch there every day unless it 
rained.

You’d think he would have cherished the conviviality of the cafeteria, 
living alone as he did, a widower, the children on their own for many years 
now. In fact, the patio’s most attractive quality was its isolation.

The sound of the human voice irritated him. He worked mostly with 
figures, but the occasional telephone call and even rarer face-to-face en-
counter with a client elicited from him revulsion and dread. From his office 
he could plainly hear the administrative assistant he shared with five others 
talking almost constantly on her cell phone. He was the senior member of 
his “block” and technically her supervisor. Despite the fact that she man-
aged to get all her work done, he should have nipped her unprofessional 
conduct in the bud, but back then he was trying to be a nice guy, or was 
timid, whatever, and now he felt it was too late to say anything.

The patio, then, offered solitude and quiet for at least one hour of his 
workday. And there was the additional pleasure of the young couple in the 
cemetery, whom he could watch without having to hear the sound of their 
voices.

He enjoyed constructing scenarios explaining their daily appearance 
on the concrete bench. The fact of the setting—a cemetery—was intrigu-
ing. What a strange place for a tryst. Yes, not a casual meeting but a tryst 
on a bench virtually hidden in the shadows of the magnolia instead of on 
the identical bench in the sun, artfully flanked by two lovely dogwoods. 
Something secretive involved here. Guilt implied. Betrayal of a third party, 
absent and unaware. Betrayal an accomplished fact or imminent, which was 
somehow even more titillating to consider.

Such a couple would be named Lenore and Jason, names evocative 
of Norse sagas and Greek myth, blood boiling in passion. (He’d been an 
English major in college before he met and fell in love with Missy and the 
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desirability of earning a living wage cast its shadow over his career choice.) 
Beautiful Lenore! Valiant Jason!

He was wrong. Their names were Ellen and Hank.
She was barely in her grade school years when she fell in love with her 

name. Precociously attuned to matters of style (all the other girls followed 
her lead in reference to socks, sneakers, barrettes, book bags, fads of any 
kind), she intuited that her name rode the crest of a breaking new wave, the 
retro Ellens, Helens, Graces, even an occasional Iris and Opal, leaving the 
tacky Mistys, Dawns, and Dustys floundering in their wake.

It’s the nature of breaking waves to, unfortunately, break. And then 
must come a new wave. Sydneys, Kimballs, and Madisons began to appear, 
and Ellen and Helen started to seem less fashionably retro than simply out 
of date. Ellen announced that she had become Ell, liked that a bunch until 
someone asked, “You mean, like, Ell in, like, Elle Macpherson?”

Ell(en) suffered a crisis of identity. Was she doomed to be merely like 
someone else? Was she doomed to be—out with it!—ordinary?

She made a conscious effort to abjure style, high school high society, 
all that Valley Girl crap. Began to take her studies seriously. Won a small 
scholarship to the university, majored in English, made good grades, rushed 
the Tri-Deltas, found that she was considered hot whether she dressed the 
part or not, was not quite dismayed by the discovery.

Well-meaning friends set her up with the King of the Frats, Tony Mc-
Carthy, who stood her up two straight times to attend to “a friend in pain.” 
Did he take her for an idiot? Then she found out it was true. He’d had to 
talk his Phi Gam brother down from a bridge after he got dumped by his 
girlfriend since junior high. Ellen fell in love with Tony and adopted his 
friend, Hank, as she would adopt an abandoned puppy, sad, fragile, and 
cute.

Years later, Tony was in med school and Ellen had dropped out of her 
PhD program to teach five comp classes a semester at the local community 
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college so they could get married when he began his residency.
She loved Hank, too, and felt guilty for being so happy when the 

economic downturn forced Hank, sporting his new Master’s in Info Tech, 
to take the job teaching for peanuts at the CC. “Hey, it could be worse. 
You could be shoveling shit in Mississippi,” Tony said. “I already got turned 
down for that one,” Hank said.

How Hank could make her laugh! Even when, on the bench in the 
cemetery, the conversation turned to the increasingly stressful subject of the 
wedding arrangements, Hank could make her laugh, and she’d laugh until 
her throat hurt at his imaginative suggestions for how she could dispose of 
the scores of essays she had to grade each week.

He tried to make her laugh at the man on the patio, too, but it was 
harder. There was something so sad about the way he sat there all alone day 
after day, a lonely old man.

His name would be Clyde or Herman or Calvin. An old man’s name.

They were wrong.
His given name was Tyler. He was bemused to see “Tyler” listed among 

the top ten names for newborn boys in 2004. He in fact had a problematic 
relationship with his own name. He was named after Tyler, Texas, where 
his mother came from and missed terribly after her marriage. As a child it 
embarrassed him to be named after “that god-forsaken place,” as his father 
always referred to the east-Texas town. It also embarrassed him when a new 
acquaintance would ask, “How come you have two last names?”

When he was in high school he announced that henceforward his name 
would be Ty, that he would no longer answer to Tyler. To the consternation 
of family and teachers, he stuck to his guns. His friends enjoyed the trans-
formation, affording them as it did the opportunity to ask him if he wanted 
to go out and “Tyler one on” or to raise an unlaced shoe and command him 
to “Tyler it for me, Ty,” and other such puerilities.

He was soon sick of the name, wished to be Tyler again, but Ty fol-
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lowed him to college. Among his old friends and new ones, only Missy 
Shaw, who worked with him in the dorm cafeteria and was rather ordinary 
in looks and, frankly, wit, called him Tyler. Too poor for activities normally 
associated with dating, they’d take long walks, hand in hand. In the night 
shadows of the monument to university alums who made the ultimate sacri-
fice in our nation’s wars, he would hold her tight and kiss her temple, cheek, 
and neck as she whispered, “Tyler, Tyler, Tyler.”

She died when he was fifty-seven. By the time he reached sixty-three 
he could no longer tolerate the sound of human voices at work or in the 
supermarket because they were not her voice. At home, though, the first 
thing he’d do when entering the rattling-empty house was turn on the TV. 
If he didn’t, he’d begin to hear—from the next room, or the room beyond 
that—the whispered trochees— “Tyler, Tyler, Tyler”—until he thought 
he’d go mad.

A friend of his, a widower about his age, remarried not long ago. He 
was very happy, he claimed, the new wife a comfort to him in his declining 
years. Tyler should consider it himself, the friend recommended. It beat the 
very devil out of loneliness.

But Tyler insisted he wasn’t lonely. It wasn’t loneliness to want no 
woman except the one woman he couldn’t possibly have. That was just bad 
luck.

On the other hand, he was still a male, still appreciated women in 
the abstract and, from a distance, at least, in the flesh. He liked to look at 
the young woman across the boulevard in the cemetery. He thought she 
was very pretty although at that distance he couldn’t tell for sure just how 
pretty. She definitely had a nice figure, though, nice legs. (Tyler was a leg 
man. Missy had been small-breasted, and her face was too square, but she 
had had nice legs.)

Lenore’s young man, Jason, was a lucky son of a gun. He looked like a 
smart-Alec, though, the way he laughed too much, threw his arms around 
as if to draw attention to himself. Lenore needed to be careful with that 
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guy. Tyler knew the type, the love ‘em and leave ‘em type.

He was wrong.
Hank hadn’t had one complete date with a woman since his junior year 

in college when Clare Phillips broke up with him (no justification; it was 
over, that’s all; she was “moving on”).

After Tony talked him down from the bridge, and then Ellen adopted 
him as her project at the same time that she fell in love with Tony, Hank 
finally agreed, on three successive Friday nights, to go out with girls they 
picked out for him from among the best and brightest sorority row had to 
offer. He failed to show up for the first two dates, did show up for their 
third and final attempt at matchmaking only because he was afraid Ellen 
wouldn’t speak to him again if he didn’t. They kept it low-key, double-
dating for pizza and bowling afterwards. But somewhere between the pizza 
parlor and the bowling alley, Hank disappeared. Terrified, Ellen and Tony 
looked for him first at the bridge and then at a variety of other places he 
might “do it.” They found him back at the Fiji house, sitting on the curb 
with a six-pack of beer—untouched— between his feet.

“Guess the dating thing’s not going to work,” he said, shrugging, a big 
grin on his face. Ellen burst into tears. She’d never seen anything sadder 
than that heartbreaking grin.

Hank didn’t feel as bad about his life as Ellen did. You can feel that bad 
only if things catch you by surprise, but Hank had long ago decided that 
some people fit into the world at odd angles so that things never quite work 
out for them, and he happened to be one of them.

He always came close. He was a good baseball player in the neighbor-
hood but not quite good enough to start on the high school team. He could 
play guitar well enough for his garage band, but once they got out of the 
garage, the fellows decided they needed somebody just a bit better. He was 
handsome enough that women would turn their heads for a second look, 
but after that second look they’d decide, well, he’s not that handsome. He 
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read Overbye’s Lonely Hearts of the Cosmos and dreamed of being an astro-
physicist, but he couldn’t quite cut the math and so settled for Info Tech. 
Etc.

Sweet, petite Clare Phillips made up for everything. They were king 
and queen of their junior-high prom. (She called him “King Henry” in 
tender moments.) They went steady all through high school, then went off 
to college together, marriage on a horizon that drew ever nearer. Then came 
The Big Brush-Off, as he called it.

He briefly flirted with ending it all, but then thought, What the hell, 
don’t take it so hard, pal. You’re just one of those guys for whom it doesn’t ever 
quite work out.

He imagined that the old gentleman across the boulevard—Clyde—
was another for whom it never quite worked out. Sitting up on the patio 
glumly contemplating the handsome young couple beneath the magnolia, 
a reproach to the retched emptiness of his own life, Clyde, every day at just 
about this time, would consider (mostly in the abstract, he’d tell himself) 
ending it by leaping over the side.

He was wrong.
The patio wasn’t high enough, for one thing, for a man to be certain of 

doing the job. How ludicrous would it be to attempt to end one’s pain only 
to wind up a quadriplegic?

Tyler had of course considered suicide—what thinking man hasn’t at 
one time or another?—but he could never quite convince himself of the 
efficacy. He had his doubts about God. If he had to bet, he’d bet against 
the likelihood. If there was a God, though, he doubted that the old boy 
would have arranged things so that a man’s one joy in life would be cruelly 
taken away one moment only to be restored the next at the whisk of a razor 
blade across the wrists. How silly. No, death wouldn’t bring him any closer 
to Missy; it would only bring him closer to oblivion. At least now he could 
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think about her, look at her image in the photo albums, watch her in home 
videos of Christmas mornings, Easter egg hunts, 4th of July picnics. (Too 
much of the kids, bless their hearts, too little of Missy.)

At least alive he could watch the couple across the street, although it 
was getting chillier now on the patio, the leaves in the dogwoods and sweet 
gums across the street turning red and yellow, more rainy days, with dour 
November coming on, when he was forced to take his lunch inside. Often 
now the couple failed to appear even when it didn’t rain.

He tried to imagine what they did on those days they didn’t come to 
the cemetery, but at most his imaginings brought them to the back seat 
of some car where they fumbled at each other like a couple of teenagers as 
Tyler’s pathetic old cock stirred feebly. Jesus.

In truth, they seemed to him a curiously chaste couple. They sat on 
opposite ends of the little bench, a foot of bare concrete between them, and 
rarely touched except when Lenore would take a playful swat at Jason for... 
Tyler didn’t know what for.

Lately he’d begun to wonder if they were lovers at all. He was now 
leaning toward the theory that they were merely friends, neither having a 
romantic or erotic thought for the other.

He was wrong.
Not long ago, about the time the leaves were starting to turn, it oc-

curred to Ellen that she was spending almost as much time with Hank as 
with Tony. What with his studying for his courses, doing that volunteer 
work with the state rural health program, already worrying about the Step 
2 exam in the spring, Tony had little time for a normal social life. But this 
was med school after all, no surprise for either of them. What it did startle 
her to realize was that she looked forward to the time with Tony more than 
the stolen moments with her fiancé. Well, no, that was going too far. It was 
more like... It was more like...

Ellen was afraid she might be falling in love with Hank. She was 
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afraid. Her heart raced with fear and desire when she thought of him. She tried 
to tell herself it was more the affection you’d feel for a sad, cute little puppy 
you’d found on the side of the road, and maybe it had been like that in the 
beginning, but what difference did it make what it was in the beginning? The 
question was, what was it now? Hank was cute, considerate, funny. He was a 
man who’d tried to kill himself over heartbreak. What woman could resist that? 
Would Tony kill himself for her? Silly question, unworthy of her, of Tony.

She couldn’t compare the two, Tony and Hank, because when she tried 
Tony disappeared and all that was left was Hank. It terrified her. She was devas-
tated and relieved when, not long ago, shortly after her realization that she was 
falling in love with him, Hank said his department chair had given him the task 
of developing an interdisciplinary Info Tech course, and he was going to have 
to do most of the liaison work with faculty in other departments over lunch. He 
wouldn’t be able to see her much for awhile.

This obviously trumped-up excuse was the direct result of, the previous day, 
Hank accidentally touching Ellen’s breast as he reached to open the door for her. 
Much hilarity ensued. Ellen: “Oh, now don’t try to pretend that wasn’t inten-
tional.” Hank: “Pu-lease, Pu-lease, don’t tell Tony! It was an accident, I swear 
it!” (Wink, wink.) Ellen: “I’ve read Freud, Mister. There are no accidents.”

The touch had been less erotic than electric. He felt like Adam on the 
Sistine Chapel ceiling, charged by the touch of God.   He felt life flow through 
him. Life, fear, wonder, desire, dismay, love.

He’d loved her from the moment he met her, that moment two nights after 
the incident on the bridge when she’d put her right arm through Hank’s arm 
and her left through Tony’s, and the three of them had walked that way across 
campus to the bowling alley, for what could be farther from suicide than bowl-
ing?

He loved her instantly as intensely as he’d ever loved Clare Phillips, al-
though in a different way. He’d loved Clare as one might love a woman who’d 
been his but loved Ellen as one would love a woman who was not and could 
never be his.
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She was Tony’s. The issue wasn’t so much that Tony was his best friend. 
The best friends thing was frat boy stuff from college. Anyway, he hardly 
saw Tony any more. Nor was it gratitude, not really. It was more a sense of 
propriety. Tony had been up on the bridge with him, and it was proper that 
Hank reciprocate in some way. This was the way: no more lunch breaks 
with Ellen.

Not that that he was making any great sacrifice. To sacrifice means to 
give up something that you have. Ellen wasn’t his, never was, never could 
be. He had no more chance with Ellen than did that old geezer across the 
boulevard from the cemetery, whom he’d probably never see again.

He was right, of course. The old have no chance with the young. Not 
that Tyler wanted a chance. It wasn’t Lenore he wanted. (When he gazed 
at her across the boulevard, he’d get the young woman he could never have 
mixed up with the young woman he had had, and he’d whisper, “as my 
hopes have flown before ... as my hopes have flown before ....”)

Hank went back to the cemetery one chilly December noontime, a 
month after he’d “ended it” with Ellen, long enough that he should have 
come to grips with it, resolved himself to it, but he hadn’t. He came to the 
cemetery, alone, not to escape his pain but to indulge it. Ellen had called 
him “Byronic” once. It’d hurt him even though he wasn’t altogether sure 
what that meant, and she saw it, was miserable with guilt for hurting him, 
cried. Her tears were balm for his pain because they meant she cared for 
him. It was good to have someone to care.

He walked through the gap in the redtip hedge that separated the 
college campus from the cemetery and sat for a few minutes on the bench, 
trying to evoke the feeling of being with her, but it was no good. He was 
just standing up to leave when he remembered the man across the street. 
He looked up at the patio, but it was empty.

Not ten minutes before that, Tyler, walking down the hallway, had 
passed the door to the patio and, following an impulse without motive or 
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goal, turned and went out. He looked up at the sky. Walked over to the 
table where he used to eat his lunch, touched the wrought-iron chair. Cold. 
Looked across at the cemetery, the green of the pines and big magnolia 
among the leafless sweet gums and dogwoods. There was the stone bench 
beneath the magnolia. Empty. He’d never see the couple again. Something 
had gone wrong with them, had been wrong all along. A tryst in a cemetery. 
It had started wrong, and then had come a sundering, he felt sure of it, and 
now the couple would never know the joy that comes of spending a long life 
with the person one loves, never know the horrible eviscerating emptiness of 
a life without that person. How he envied them! Tyler returned to his office 
and ate his lunch at his desk, alone.

Hank would never see the man on the patio again. Next spring, on the 
first warm day, he’d come back to the cemetery. Maybe Ellen would come 
with him, just for old time’s sake, one last time before she married Tony. 
But probably not. The old man wouldn’t be there anyway. He would have 
killed himself by then. Hank knew it as well as he knew his own name. A 
man Clyde’s age couldn’t bear such sadness, such loneliness. He’d make an 
end of it.

Ellen, at that very moment, was thinking of the old man on the patio, 
too. Not much of a coincidence. Each day at noon she thought of Hank, 
and she thought of the old man, and sometimes she even thought of Tony, 
but not much. There’d be a lifetime to think of Tony later. Later but soon. 
It was coming. There was nothing she could do about it.

When she thought of the old man, she wasn’t saddened so much as dis-
turbed, almost frightened, the way he sat up there high above them, above 
everything, staring expressionless at the world behind those sunglasses even 
though he always sat in the shade, ominous, like some idol, but not an 
ancient one, an idol for the modern world, the Byronic hero grown old and 
calcified in his aloneness. 

Oh, Hank!
He was right. He was right. She was right.
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Night Walking Woman
C. Rochelle Weidner

 He took me ‘cause I was one of the few women of marriage age. There 
were too-young ones and too-old ones, some ugly, some deformed, but I 
had all my limbs and was half-decent to look at, so we were wed. He was 
ashamed about my mother and would not talk about her, and cautioned—
no, warned me not to visit her. But she was my mother, and I loved her, and 
I wanted to see her. So when he took the long rifle and marched into the 
woods for meat, I would watch and wait, and if he didn’t come back right 
away, I knew he’d be gone a spell, and I would wrap a dark wool blanket 
around me and slip away from the cabin, allowing the night to hide me.

It wasn’t a long walk to the village, and I knew how to get to my 
mother’s tent. She lived solitary, having escaped from my father some years 
back, and she had no wish to take another husband, even though she was 
still strong and could easily do a day’s work. At first my father tried to drag 
her back, but she left each time and he finally gave up. I think she endured 
some beatings, but she never talked about it. Besides me she had two other 
children with him, both boys, who died in infancy. Cholera was bad then 
and many of her people died as well. But I lived. My hair had my father’s 
auburn cast to it and I got his green eyes. My skin was darker than the 
other women and not fair like some men wanted, but as long as there was 
no one near me, most people didn’t notice that I was a half-breed.

Father married a widow woman who had two scrawny, off-white kids, 
a boy and a girl. They were both sickly and whiny, and I didn’t like to be 
around their house. I was 15 by then and my father cast about for someone 
to take me off his hands. My new husband’s name was John Ellis. I was 
born in 1811 on the 14th of September. They called me Nancy and my 
mother Mary, but now I don’t remember my real name or hers. My father’s 
name was William Langston. My people called me Night Walking Woman 
when I was older. But that is a story for another time.
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My mother was crazy and no one wanted much to do with her. But it 
was her way. No one bothered her or crossed her. Her people were afraid of 
her, and the white folk tried to redeem her. I saw the preacher flinging wa-
ter at her once and shouting words I didn’t understand. She stood there and 
looked at him, her dark eyes wide with wonderment. When she didn’t fall 
to her knees, or foam at the mouth, or do much more than turn and walk 
away, the preacher man backed away from her, muttering under his breath.

“That man is a fool, child.” She pushed me along in front of her. I think 
I was five, maybe six then.

From that moment on I was suspicious of people’s motives. I went to 
school with ten other children in a room off the church. The teacher wasn’t 
much older than the rest of us, and, while she tried, the boys, six of them, 
disrupted her schedule on a regular basis. She’d get us all quieted down and 
then begin a long spell of lectures that most of us didn’t listen to. I think 
she thought she was teaching.

I didn’t learn much at that school. I could read a little and write my 
name, but my husband, John Ellis, didn’t feel it necessary to teach me any-
thing. He wanted me to cook, and sew, and keep the cabin warm. And he 
wanted me to bear him children. Boys were preferred, to help him with the 
farm work. It was the only time he referenced my mother. “Do you think 
that woman—” she was always “that woman” “—can concoct something to 
make you fertile?”

I stood by the fire, my hands crossed in front of me. He sat in our only 
rocking chair, tamping a pipe full of the vile tobacco he preferred. There 
was better smoke but he would only get the half-rotten, half-moldy import, 
even though I knew he paid dear for it and waited months for the ships to 
arrive.

“I can ask her, but I’ll have to go see her.” I waited for him to struggle 
through his dislike of me visiting my mother and his desire to see if she 
could give me something to have his child. He didn’t know I’d seen her 
already, and she pronounced me fit to bear a child. We’d been married six 
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months and he was getting impatient. It was her opinion that the fault was 
with him, but never would a man admit to such.

“Go tomorrow.” That was all he said. I knew he had no more need of 
me, so I pulled my wash bucket outside and started working on my fire. 
Winter would be upon us soon, and I wanted to clean as many clothes as I 
could before doing laundry meant bitter cold and icy hands. I didn’t have 
but the one other dress, but John Ellis had many clothes. He was particular 
about them too, so it took me a long time to satisfy him.

As I stirred the water and cut pieces of lye, I smiled inside. I was 
already with child, I was pretty sure. Mother would confirm it tomorrow. 
John didn’t know I would lie to get an extra visit with her. The child within 
was at most a month, but Mother would confirm my belief. It was easy to 
fool John Ellis.

I would ask for something, but I did not yet know what I wanted. 
There was a merchant in town with fresh bolts of cloth, so maybe another 
dress would be practical. I saw that Hightower girl the same day I saw the 
blue cloth. We passed on the walkway and she smelled pretty, like spring 
lavender flowers. She had several suitors, I knew. They fancied her pale skin 
and her golden curls, and the money her daddy would levy on her when she 
picked her husband.

Her house would be fine. It would have many rooms and there would 
be servants to bring her things and carriages parked at her front door 
to keep her feet out of the mud. As I swirled the water and wet woolens 
around, I dreamed of Maggie Hightower’s life.

* * *
I went first thing in the morning to the camp to see Mother. She was 

outside her tent, frying something in a pan. It smelled good and reminded 
me I’d left with no food.

“Daughter, you are early this day. Did that worthless husband leave?”
“No, I’m afraid not. He sent me to fetch a charm to make me preg-

nant.”
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She laughed. “He doesn’t know.”
“I didn’t tell him yet.” I stopped. “And how do you know? I only just 

figured it out myself.” I was a bit indignant. It was hard to surprise my 
mother, and I thought I’d finally found a secret she didn’t know.

“I dreamed holding your baby. It’s going to be a girl, and she’ll look 
more like me than you.”

I pulled a piece of venison out of the pan. It was hot, succulent, and 
filled my mouth with juices. “He won’t be pleased. He wants boys.” I knew 
better than to question my mother. If she dreamed it, it would be true.

“In time. In time. But first there will be this girl.”
We chatted, as mother and daughter should, about all manner of 

things. She told me things that I have now forgotten and I wished I’d 
listened better. But, after all, I was still but a girl then, and some things di-
verted my attention, such as the scent of lavender water. I went home before 
the sun passed behind the trees to the west. John Ellis didn’t like his meals 
late.

“She give you something?”
“Yes, sir.”
He ate his soup noisily, wiping the bowl with the hard bread I’d made. 

It was the last and tomorrow I’d need to make more. “I need to buy flour.”
From his pocket he pulled some coins and handed them to me. I 

scooped them up and into my own pocket. Later that night he pulled my 
nightgown up to my waist and busied himself for a few moments. As he 
usually did, he collapsed in a smelly heap upon me and started to snore a 
few moments later. I squirmed out from under him, and my hand went 
to my private parts. I was wet and his seed always smelled funny to me. 
Mother told me nothing about pleasure for myself, and no one talked about 
such things. Later I would find out about that, but for now it was merely 
duty. I did not love John Ellis, but I didn’t know about love either.

* * *
The next day I walked to the town and spent a good deal of time in 
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the merchant’s shop. I bought flour and salt. In the cloth goods, I fingered 
a soft piece of red cloth. It would never be mine, I knew, but it felt good 
between my fingers. The cloth made me realize how rough my hands had 
become. Before marriage my hands were smooth, like the petals of the flow-
ers. Now I could feel the burrs on the pads of my fingers. I heard the sound 
of laughter. Maggie Hightower and a friend of her’s had entered. I’d seen 
the new girl but didn’t know her name. They tittered and giggled, selecting 
sweets from a jar. They didn’t notice me. The new girl glanced my direction 
once, but I could see in her eyes I was dismissed as of no account. I couldn’t 
blame her. In my plain brown dress, I could have been a part of the wall. 
My long, auburn hair was braided in long pigtails and wound about my 
head. I pulled my feet beneath my hem; I’d walked to town barefoot. John 
Ellis had bought me shoes but they hurt my feet. I wished I’d worn them, 
however, as Maggie and her friend had fine little boots that looked like soft 
butter leather, the color of eggshells.

I tucked my purchases close to me and inched by the girls. Again I 
caught the scent of lavender.

Inexplicably Maggie turned to me. “You’re married to John Ellis?”
I nodded.
“Do you do cleaning?”
“I can clean.”
“Well, I need a new maid. Can you work for me?”
“I’ll have to ask.”
She looked me up and down. “I require you wear shoes.”
I felt my cheeks go red. “Yes. I have shoes.”
As I left the store, I thought I heard her whisper to her friend that I was 

an ignorant half-breed.
Tears cooled my red cheeks as I walked home.
    * * *
I told John Ellis the minute I got home about Maggie Hightower’s 

suggestion. He was silent for a while, then, pulling his chin whiskers, he 
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spoke. “I suppose it would be all right. Might teach you something about how 
a lady behaves. I’ll speak to Judge Hightower tomorrow and see what they offer 
for you.”

So, it turns out, I was worth a dollar a week. John, of course, took my mon-
ey. I never saw a part of it, but Maggie would once in awhile give me a few coins 
for special favors. Some favors included lying to her father. In a month I had to 
admit to John Ellis that I was with child. He was pleased but saw no reason for 
me to quit being Maggie’s maid. He thought I was learning to be a lady, but I 
was really learning to be free.

    * * *
I spoke little in the Hightower house. My first rule was from a dark, elderly 

knot of a woman who’d been with the Hightowers for many years: Don’t speak 
unless someone asks you a direct question. At first I thought she was a slave, but 
I learned that she was a servant, like me, except she’d managed to stay attached 
to the family for most of her life. Mother would not have liked her, would have 
called her proud and spoiled, and Mother would have been right. But Bettie 
Angels was useful. She told me what to do to make Maggie happy, and a happy 
Maggie meant the house was peaceful.

When I told the household I was with child, I told Bettie before I told Judge 
Hightower. She looked me up and down, and her only comment was whether I 
would stay. I told her that was my intention if they’d have me. She nodded and 
ambled off to the kitchen to terrify the cooks.

The judge didn’t care. His sister seemed piqued but I couldn’t figure out 
why. I was a married woman. Mrs. Hightower, Maggie’s mother, had died when 
Maggie was five, and, other than a large painting in the dining room, I had 
no sense of what the woman could have been like. Sometimes, when I passed 
through, I glanced at the picture. She had a small, triangular face and a heart-
shaped mouth. Her hair was tucked up under a wide bonnet, but it appeared 
dark in the painting. She wore a dark dress but it wasn’t black, perhaps a deep 
blue, but sometimes, when the sunlight touched the corner, it looked purple.

She wasn’t smiling. She looked sad. I was standing at the picture when I felt 
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a hand on my hip. I jumped away, startled.
“Now, don’t be skittish, girl.” Judge Hightower wobbled, a drink in his 

hand sloshing from his unsteadiness. Bettie appeared in the doorway like 
an apparition. “Maggie is looking for you, girl. Get upstairs.”

I left hurriedly, the two of them glaring at one another.
Later that evening, before I walked back to my husband’s house, Bettie 

cornered me out by the woodshed. She slapped my face. Hard. My hand 
flew to my cheek; I couldn’t think what I’d done to deserve it.

“I know what you’re thinking, girl. You thinking you ain’t done noth-
ing wrong, and I had no cause to smack you. But I wanted you to remem-
ber what I’m telling you. It’s important and your life could depend on you 
remembering.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Now she had me all spooked. What terrible thing could 
it be?

“Judge Hightower is an important man. He’s got money, and respect, 
and nothing you ever say against him would be believed.”

I nodded. My mind whirled in confusion.
“He’s a bad man, child. He does things. Those things he does were the 

death of Mrs. Hightower. She was a saint, that woman.” Bettie paused to 
spit on the ground. “I stay because of Maggie. That’s the only reason. She 
don’t know the evil in her father. But I seen it. I know. He knows that I 
know, and I’m probably the only person in this world that he fears. Heed 
my advice. Stay as far away as you can. If he catches you unaware, make 
yourself sick. You’re with child, it shouldn’t be hard. He’ll leave then.”

“Should I leave?” I tried to ask if I should just leave the household, 
although there would be a powerful lot of explaining to my husband. He 
seemed to like me working and out of the house.

Bettie misunderstood me. “Yes, you go home now. Remember what I 
tole you. I think that Miss Maggie may have a proposal in the next month 
or two. When she marries, you got no reason to stay. Go back to your hus-
band and raise babies.”
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My throat was so dry I could hardly swallow. After Bettie’s delaying 
me, it was already dark when I reached the house, and John was in a pet by 
the fire.

“My dinner’s late.”
“Yes, I know. It won’t take long.” I paused. Part of me wanted to tell 

him, tell him about the evil judge, tell him about Bettie’s tale of bad things, 
but even as I looked at him, I knew John wouldn’t believe me. He didn’t 
take stock in gossip and had no reason to put any faith in poor Bettie. I 
hurriedly sliced potatoes and dropped them into a pot of water. I cut my 
thumb and it hurt. As I sucked on the wound, I decided that I would tell 
my mother instead. She, at least, would believe me and offer good advice. I 
fried up a venison steak and cut an onion into the pan.

We sat at the table. John bowed his head and blessed the food, then 
ate in great chewing gobs. I watched as his jaws worked, gnashing away at 
the meat. I could feel the bile in my throat and ran outside to lose the bits 
of supper I had eaten into the edge of the forest. He didn’t follow me and, 
when I went back inside, he merely glanced at me, unconcerned. “That hap-
pen much?”

“Not much.” I picked up my plate and covered it with a cloth. “I’ll eat 
later when my stomach settles.”

“I’m going out. Don’t wait up.” He grabbed his coat and was out the 
door.

It was probably at that moment that I reached a state of rare insight. 
My mother might have called it a vision. I saw my future, my long, ugly 
future stretching out before me. I saw my body racked by the pain of child-
birth and my spirit broken. I saw myself as old and withered and used up. 
Inside my stomach my baby girl wrenched, as if she knew my pain, knew 
what I saw. And I knew the pattern would repeat itself, over and over and 
over again.

* * *
I packed my one other dress and a few small things and walked 
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through the dark to my mother’s tent. She was awake. “I knew you’d return 
to me. Don’t worry, it will all be fine.” In her hands, she worried some 
bones between her knuckles. I could hear them click together in the dark.

That night I told her about the Hightower house and what Bettie said 
about the judge. My mother didn’t say anything, but I knew she heard me. 
I knew she listened. John came back the next day, but my mother lied and 
said I wasn’t there. She said he must have beat me and I ran away. He tried 
to protest but it was no use. She was like a stone, my mother was. I stayed 
in the village through the winter. My baby grew large in my belly, and I 
was like a sloth, only wanting to eat or sleep. Someone came from the town 
one day to trade and that was how we heard about the death of Judge High-
tower. It was damned mysterious how he died, they said. Just turned white, 
keeled over in the middle of the street, like he’d seen a ghost or something, 
clutched his chest, and fell like a mule in the muddy gutter.

I was inside the tent, listening to the men talk. Across from me my 
mother’s eyes bored into mine, and I could sense the mystery of her being, 
and knew I had much to learn.
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The Homecoming
Hailey Malone

  The homecoming is coming. The prodigal daughter is returning. The 
youngest daughter. She’s leaving Allston, that south Boston bar complex of 
a neighborhood where she lives on the third floor of that sagging, crum-
bling red brick burrow two feet from the T, the noisy teetering late T that 
stops at red lights and wakes her up time after time at night and every 
morning when it fills with commuters and students, any number of the 
hundreds of thousands of students that infest the city with their backpacks 
and eagerness and young eyes so eager to see the Red Sox and the Charles 
and the old brownstones and all the bursting shit of life the city has to 
offer. She’s leaving that, that five story apartment pasted together by Irish 
hands with their knuckles bleeding and sweat everywhere, between the 
bricks, building that building where her downstairs neighbors would cram 
up seven deep: O’Brien, O’Sullivan, Doyle, Smith, O’Shea, Donovan and 
Murray-seven names on the mailbox, stuffed full of coupons and fliers 
windblown willie-nillie and scattered by the kindly deacons at St. Francis 
De Sales Catholic Church, coming to rest for Mr. O’Brien or whichever. 
She’s leaving that and coming home again. That real home.
 She leaves early in the morning to beat the rush hour traffic that winds 
through that sprawling asymmetrical askew former home of a city like 
blood through the pipes, like a snake through her veins, and she goes. She 
doesn’t say goodbye to her roommate, the kind of kid who never makes the 
tea but always wants the tea, waits all night for someone to make the tea, 
to fill that pot so she can say, “Oh, are you making tea?” She leaves, she 
goes. She leaves that job at the pool that can never be clean no matter how 
many times she pours Clorox on the locker room floor, it’s never going to 
not smell like piss because that floor is piss, layers and layers of dried piss, 
built up and stratified over the years, sedimentary piss, igneous piss, you’re 
walking on years and years of fossilized, Jurassic piss. She leaves that oozing 
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germ seeping nest of a job and goes. She gets in the car and goes, and as the 
city, that noisy, singing, sighing, heaving, coffeedrinking coffeevomiting, 
cock-eyed city disappears behind her, she calls, “Goodbye Blue Monday, 
goodbye Ruby Tuesday” and world weary Boston calls back cryptic, “It 
won’t be the same.”

 It takes more than hours to go home, it takes tears and pain and head-
aches that hold your mind in a vise and hit it with the memory of every-
thing that ever happened to you then, before you got old, sold plasma for 
quick money, got drunk on rubbing alcohol in a pill bottle, went to sleep 
with the trashcan by your bed just in case you couldn’t quite make it. They 
fossilize, these memories of before, those memories of you smiling out of 
the backseat of the van eating an ice cream cone and holding your sister’s 
so she can buckle her seatbelt, and your mom smiling in the front seat at 
her little girls, promising to take you to the pool later if you clean up your 
room, knowing she’s going to help you because she wants to go too, loves 
how your skin turns the same shade as hers in the summer, how your hair 
gets lighter and you smell like chlorine all day, loves you no matter what. 
These things fossilize in your mind and your head gets so heavy and you 
may have to pull over. 
 It takes more than hours to go home.

 She pulls over many times, finding the nearest exit, her head so heavy 
with layers of memory formations growing clearer, bursting forth from their 
stony silence the closer she gets to home and filling the car with voices, 
voices of her kindergarten teacher, twenty one years worth of voices sing-
ing “Happy Birthday” blending into a symphony that saturates the car and 
will stay with her through all the hours and bleary eyed stares it will take 
her to get home, skipping when she hits a pothole. She’s been driving for 
two days now, stopping at hotels and motels with forest green carpet and 
burgundy floral nature comforters, a table by the window looking out at the 
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highway and the desk with the Bible in the drawer. She has done this to get 
home, slept in those beds with the sheets tucked in so tight, screwed in with 
a wrench, the edges nailed down and taut, with the headlights lighting up 
the window, filling the room with light and sound and waking her up from 
dreams where she’s always running, from something, towards something, 
legs heavy and time dripping and slouching its way to somewhere.
 She goes like this for one more day, suffers the thoughts that when 
you drive alone for days are your only thoughts. It will all be worth it, this 
supernatural selfawareness, so intimate with the shapes of her knuckles 
and the bend of them on the wheel, how the skin stretches and sags, what 
her voice sounds like when she voices it for the first time in hours to sing 
along to the radio, shaking and cracking and arid, how her eyes look in the 
rearview mirror, tired, just tired, that’s all. A selfawareness of everything, 
not just the sunspots on her left hand below the middle knuckle, but every-
thing, a realization of how much she has sea changed since that was home, 
a different skin on her brand new sea legs. It’s sunny outside. Everything 
looks green, golden green and shining like the ocean. The sunlight makes 
her squint, hurts, inflates behind her eyes and stings them like an eyeful of 
seawater, down into the sinuses and getting everywhere, the sunlight.
 She makes it home, three big trees, ever changing door color to make 
it pop, brick and wood and sweat drip and spit and under the fingernail 
grime, painted bluegrey and built sturdy in the 1950s and charming with its 
hedge and well-fed cats in the window, mailbox full of glossy coupons and 
white envelopes that you don’t even have to open to know what’s inside.
 
 Home. Home. Oh home, it can piece her back together. It can feed 
her a good breakfast, her mom can make her eggs the wrong way, she’ll eat 
them anyway, doesn’t matter, she’ll eat them anyway. Her mom can take 
her in those mom arms and not mom arms in that they are in some way 
old but in that they are all she needs. They are still all she needs and maybe 
they hug her too tight and too long but it doesn’t matter, she wants them 
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to hold her anyway and say, “I know” and she will not wiggle out or say, 
“Mom” because it doesn’t matter. Home, it can’t make her young again, but 
it doesn’t matter.
 Her mom sees her and is surprised but hugs her in those everything 
she could ever need arms and then asks her why she’s here, when she left, 
what about her job, what she’s doing here, and, again, why? Why is she 
here? But really, why is she here? Not if she wants breakfast, or how was 
her drive, or what a nice surprise, or Oh you’re home I missed you but why 
are you here? She shrugs and goes inside, feeling like she just can’t explain 
and makes herself some tea. “I’m sorry,” her mom says, “I’m just surprised.”   
She shrugs again and looks at her mom’s face, it’s different, lines by the eyes 
and sad looking and she thinks of her own, it’s also different, sad looking 
probably, eyes and mouth and cheekbones and sad and older. Home. Oh 
home and her mom looks like she wants to say something and she wants 
to say something too, but what? The sunlight still comes through the back 
window the same, the house is the same, the everything is the same but 
something.
 Her mom looks at her for a long time, clears her throat, says “Honey,” 
breathes steady like she’s trying not to breathe unsteady in gasps, mouth 
opening and looking for the words, closing then opening again and saying 
“Honey, I love you,” pauses again longer this time, “Honey, I love you, but 
you know you can’t stay here,” they stare at each other. “You have to know 
that.”
 All those miles all those throat clears all those mini soaps all those 
grand gestures all that piss all those hours all those miles all that sunlight, 
after all that this. She looks at her mom’s face for some sign that it’s only 
a joke and says, “Why not?” Her mom sighs the biggest sigh that has ever 
filled this room, shakes its floor and rattles their bones brittle until it hurts, 
so final, and says in that voice that makes her voice shake, “Honey you just 
can’t. You need to figure this out alone.”
 “But where am I supposed to go” she says, tears falling into her eggs 
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and making them soupy like her mom just can’t do, her voice breaking and 
cracking and shaking like an eggshell being pecked through, pecked apart 
from the inside. “Where am I supposed to go?”
 Her mom wipes her eyes and says, “Honey I don’t know.” And then 
they stare at each other for a real long time, for twenty-one years maybe, or 
more, maybe it was always building-up-breaking-down to this. They stare 
at each other and she just cries and her mom says, “You’ll be okay, you’ll be 
fine, I know you will,” and sits down on the blue chair in the corner and 
they sit together on that chair, she curls up in her mom’s lap like the day 
she first came home. She curls for a long time, rests her head on her mom’s 
shoulder getting the collar wet and never actually says the words, “I don’t 
want to go,” but says it so many times.
 She goes to bed that night in her old room with its new bed. Nothing 
is the same, the glow-in-the-dark moons are gone from the ceiling and she 
can’t see anything but she knows it’s different, knows it intuitively, felt it 
the moment she stepped foot inside on that wood floor with its well-fed cat 
scratches and the shag rug was gone. The magazine clippings were gone, the 
clutter, the everything, the bursting everything of her life that made it what 
it was is gone. The walls haven’t been painted over but they may as well 
be. She closes her eyes and pretends not to notice. What next? She won’t 
go back to Boston with its cold shoulder cryptic Charles flowing through 
everything, she can’t go back to that. And here, she claws her way to sleep 
and still dreams she’s running, wakes up startled and lost. Even here, even 
in this home, even in this room. She can’t fall back asleep after that, lays 
there in the dark and all the old things come oozing out of the floor, that 
stratified floor, peel it back and there’s one ring for everything that ever 
happened in this room, a ring for the tears the dancing the spilling the 
cleaning the changing the leaving the coming back the all encompassing 
everything things of someone’s life, too many rings to count and always 
more. Too many rings to see all of them, infinite and unidentifiable this 
close, she’d have to step a long long long way back to see the pattern of con-
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centric circles, see how they’ve arranged themselves. She tries, takes a step 
back then another and then another, but it’s no use, she’s just too tired to 
do it again, legs heavy. So tired, dripping and slouching, she feels like she’s 
been awake for much much more than hours. It’s been a long life. A very 
long life.
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Midtowners
Hailey Malone

“Fuck” is etched into the outside wall of the video store. Molly Silver 
traces her index finger through the “fuck” and goes into work.

“You’re late,” says Ellen, long in the tooth, toothed in gaps.
“No I’m not.”
Ellen looks at the clock, “Yeah, I guess you’re not.”
“It says ‘fuck’ on the wall, you know.”
“Where?”
“Outside by the door.”
“Fuck like how?”
“I don’t know, there’s no context.”
Fuck has many meanings. Ellen knows all about that. Ask her about 

Bruce Springsteen, just do it. Molly Silver files videos alphabetically. As 
Good as it Gets. As Bad as can be Begotten, that’s Rosemary’s Baby you 
know, can go all the way two aisles over, depending on how you file it.

Fuck: oh you know...A needling in the haystack.

It can mean that, Molly Silver thinks, as she files. Ellen would have it 
mean that. No one knows if she ever actually did it with The Boss, she gets 
all coy if someone brings it up. Sometimes she says things, makes com-
ments, wants Molly Silver to ask, but Molly Silver never asks, won’t give the 
satisfaction.

 
It’s not for lack of effort on Ellen’s part, but Molly Silver won’t cave, 

she doesn’t want to know the details, it would only make things worse. She 
doesn’t want to know if young Ellen followed Bruce across the country, 
made eyes at him from the audience night after night until he started to 
feel them. She doesn’t want to know if young Ellen had long blond hair and 
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could dance better than any other girl in the world. She doesn’t want to 
know if young Ellen loved someone, was happy, passionately happy even if 
it was just for a moment. Molly Silver does want to know, but it would only 
make it worse to look at her now.

A new song comes on and Ellen turns it up.
“Oh I love this song, it reminds me of you-know-who.”
“Uh huh.”
“Yes yes yes, he was so handsome and dexterous...not to mention fa-

mous.”
“Hmmmm.”
“Oh my, it just takes me back to that evening when he first—”
Molly Silver leaves the room. She can’t listen to that. Yes, that’s what 

Ellen would have it mean, but she’s harmless and Molly Silver knows it, 
just misses being young, that’s all. Ask Ellen about the first time she heard 
Bruce, it’s mythical. She’s driving with her windows down, dew on the 
grass, the sun coming up, and “Born to Run” comes on and at that moment 
she felt it, felt the world shrinking down to a size she could understand, but 
big enough still to give her everything she could ever want.

Molly Silver leaves to go pick up coffee for her and Ellen. She walks 
over to the Roasterie two blocks away. Molly Silver hates the girl who works 
there in the mornings and normally drives to the Starbucks, but she is 
needing a walk today and hoping the barista tries to start something. The 
barista looks like Ursula from The Little Mermaid when she takes human 
form, fucks everything up. There it is again, a verb, but don’t limit yourself, 
Molly Silver thinks, don’t do that, it can be a noun too, you know, all kinds 
of nouns.

Nominative: That fucker just threw a football at my nose! 
Genitive: For fuck’s sake! Or, if it helps: For the sake of fuck!

You get the picture, but this walk, this walk she uses it in the Vocative. 
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Fuck! She’s had a rough morning, and Ellen, Ellen just makes her so sad. 
Look at her now. While Molly Silver was filing the videos earlier, Ellen had 
approached and put a hand on her shoulder, looked at her like a mother 
might look at her daughter. Molly Silver had excused herself at that mo-
ment, and it weighs fresh on her mind as she walks to the Roasterie. Fuck!

Fuck: An exclamation, sharp, startles the listener. It’s a staccato, staccatos 
the adagios with the sharp accented Fuck! Press the damper pedal down at that 
point, the Fuck! will reverberate, give the statement depth.

Ellen is not a role-model to Molly Silver. Molly Silver doesn’t want to 
be Ellen, doesn’t want Ellen to see similarities in their lives or faces, doesn’t 
want to sit in a video store saying things like, “Oh it’s so beautiful outside, 
you know what it reminds me of?” and hoping that whoever sits next to her 
will ask.

Fuck! Can indicate frustration too. 
“I’ll have two cups of coffee.” 
“What blend would you like?” sneers the barista. 
“Whatever’s cheapest.” 
“They all cost the same.” 
“Ok, well I don’t care.” 
“You have to pick one.” Molly Silver gets frustrated. 
“I genuinely don’t care, just give me one.” 
“You have to pick one ma’am.” 
“Jesus Fuck! Just give me a cup of coffee.”
“You have to pick a blend, what about this do you not understand?” 
“Okay fine, I’ll pick one; what blends do you have?” 
“We have a lot.”
“Okay.. .which one would you recommend, Madam Barista?”
“I prefer the Chechnya Blend. It has a very rich flavor, something 
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vaguely...oaky about it, with a hint of maple underneath, maybe even a 
tinge of smoky apple in the aftertaste.” 

“I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Molly Silver leaves, angry, with two cups of Chechnyan coffee. El-
len likes it hot, steaming. She is waiting outside, smoking on the corner, 
looking very small, shoulders sloping, cigarette hand shaking, the other 
one moving slightly, like it’s grasping for something. She looks up and sees 
Molly Silver approaching, calls “Molly Oily Oxen Free!” and then “What 
took you so long?”

Molly Silver shrugs.
“Did you get in a fight with that girl again?”
“She’s so irritating.”
Ellen looks at her for a long time.
“I know, I know,” Molly Silver says, “I know.”
Ellen offers her a cigarette. Molly Silver shakes her head. A customer 

walks up and they return inside, Ellen’s arm around Molly Silver’s waist. 
She tolerates it for a moment then wriggles free. The customer checks out 
Sophie’s Choice. Molly Silver is overcome with a sudden desire to give away 
the ending, tell that well-meaning patron what Sophie’s choice was. Looks 
like someone wasn’t Pro-Life, no sir. It was a tough choice, that’s for sure, 
but the correct answer was clearly C. none of the above.

Ellen is talking idly. Molly Silver is barely listening, interrupts to say 
she’s going out to get a sandwich. It can function as an adjective too, a 
modifier, doesn’t have to agree in the areas of gender, number, or case, just 
tack it on.

Fucking: like a, like a, oh you know, like a, when you’re angry or when 
you’re feeling something and don’t know how.

“Ellen, I’m going out to get a fucking sandwich.”
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 That one made Ellen laugh, which made Molly Silver smile. She just 
couldn’t help it. Ellen’s life wasn’t filled with laughs. That one morning, 
in the car when Ellen heard that voice, that raspy voice going “in the days 
we sweat it out on the streets of the runaway American dream” she felt 
alive yes, but she also felt like she understood the words very deeply. Ellen 
reflects on this day often. And Molly Silver never asks, but sometimes, 
looking at Ellen’s face, it takes all she can not to. Sometimes Ellen just talks 
anyway.

The sandwich shop is just a block or two away, and Molly Silver is 
feeling even worse than she was earlier. She can’t stop thinking about that 
fucking song. “Born to Run.” Ha. Ellen once said that when she heard that 
song for the first time, she decided she was going to leave, wasn’t going to 
stay here anymore. She was 24 when she heard it. Molly Silver is 23. The 
Show-Me-State didn’t show Ellen shit. It isn’t showing Molly Silver a lot 
either. Born to Run. Maybe, maybe.

Molly Silver gets to the deli and realizes she forgot to ask Ellen what 
she wanted, so she just gets two turkeys on white. Sandwich twins, they can 
be sandwich twins she thinks with a smirk.

At five Molly Silver gets off work and heads home. She gets to her street 
and doesn’t know why but just keeps going, west, onto 1-70, it can take 
her all the way to California if she wants it to. But for now it’s just west, 
nowhere in particular. West, it’s going to be her time now, she won’t wait 
any longer. She leaves the radio off and watches time pass but the sun stays 
up, she’s so young and she feels it, clenches the wheel until her knuckles 
turn white. Her mom calls, she’s been expecting her home for a while now. 
Molly Silver ignores the call. The scenery flies by, she’s feeling the wind on 
her face. Thelma and Louise. She accelerates. The wind is on her face. To-
peka. The world is flying by. Flying by at a rate that no longer frightens her 
because she moves in time with it. She’s so young. She’s flying by, into the 
mythic, Salina. West, the wind on her face. It’s late now, there’s hardly any 
traffic, everyone is at home dreaming. She looks at the clock and feels ner-
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vous, it has gotten late, and she pulls over in Hays, stops at a Shell station to 
get a Coke or something, a snack. She pays for her stuff at the register, the 
lady behind the counter eyes her suspiciously.

“You’re out awfully late.”
Molly Silver shrugs.
“On vacation?”
“Yeah sure.”
“I remember when I was your age, going on road trips with my girl-

friends. We used to have so much fun.”
Molly Silver nods.
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-three.”
“I remember being that young, twenty-four, twenty-five. It goes by so 

fast,” she starts laughing, “and then suddenly, one day...”
Molly Silver looks at her now, and she gets it. She understands now and 

sighs.

Fuck as in fucked. Born to walk don’t run.  This is as good as it gets. 
Fucked.  Thelma and Louise. Rosemary. Sophie. Fucked.

Molly Silver gets home early the next morning, careful not to wake her 
mom, and goes to sleep for a couple of hours before work. When she wakes 
up she tells her mom she was at a friend’s house last night, couldn’t hear her 
phone.  She gets to work at ten, Ellen is waiting for her, listening to the old-
ies station and sipping coffee. She looks so old, Molly Silver can’t stand the 
sight, she looks away, refuses to ask. “Thunder Road” comes on and Molly 
Silver feels like she’s going to cry. Ellen whistles, says “Oh man, do I love 
this song.”

Molly Silver says nothing.
“I remember the first time I heard Bruce.”
“Hmmmm.”
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There’s a long silence after that. Fucked weighs on Molly Silver’s mind. 
She turns and looks at Ellen. Her old face looking so tired, so sad. She 
should hug her, she really should, but she can’t bring herself to do it, instead 
she turns, says “Ellen?”

“Yeah?”
Ellen. Oh Ellen. Ellen and Molly. Who’s going to take the wheel? She is 

twenty-three. Sticking in the mud. What does she want? What? Ellen, what 
if this is as good as it gets? Ellen, did you do it with The Boss? Ellen, tell me 
about the first time you heard “Born to Run,” wind on your face, so young, 
the world flying by, the wind on your face mile after mile, eyes watering. 
Ellen, when did you turn around? Topeka? Or did you make it to Salina? 
Colorado, wind on your face? Please, Ellen, go with me here, you made it 
all the way to California, lived by the oceans and mountains and returned 
here years later only because your family pleaded with you. Ellen, did you 
see Bruce live? Did he take you on walks, did he hold your hand? Do you 
fall asleep with the memory of the weight in your bed? Say something, El-
len. Was it all worth it? Is this good enough?

Molly. Molly Oily Oxen Free! Molly Silver, that face, eyes closed, 
shoulders sloping and shaking. Shaking with recognition.

“Nevermind.”
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What Grows Back
Kate Ristow 

I went to the dentist last month and found out that my wisdom teeth 
had grown back. Not all of them, just two.

“No way,” said the hygienist and called the dentist in. They stood above 
me and squinted. I stared into the light and made a noise with my throat. 
The dentist removed his mask, smiled and said, “No worries,” because he is 
a young dentist, and that is the kind of thing he says. He has kind, dry eyes 
like he does a lot of winking.

The first time I got my wisdom teeth out I was eighteen. That was four 
years ago. I didn’t get dry sockets, I just lay on my mother’s couch and ate 
yogurt and Percocet feeling as happy and boneless as a clam.

The truth is, I’m pleased about my teeth. The resilience of life in my 
mouth seems like a sign to me. Those stubborn little molars fighting the 
odds, coming back for more. While the dentist studied my chart I tongued 
the rough points that had pushed though my gums like new weeds.

After I left I drove to my mother’s house to tell her my news. I knew 
she’d be there because she’d just been dumped. The house was messy, 
magazines and cups of weird liquid were all over the place. The house she 
lives in now is not the house I grew up in. It’s not even the house after the 
house I grew up in. We moved out of the first house when I was sixteen af-
ter my dad left for Alaska. He said he was going to find some meaning. He 
said something about wilderness. My mother said something about another 
woman. She threw things and said we needed a change. Floods ruined the 
second house in 1998. Everything was lost or destroyed. Now, everything is 
new. Not new new, but new to me.

My mother was taking a Personal Day from the bank. It’s what she 
always does when she breaks up with a boyfriend. She sits at home with the 
TV on and pours whiskey in her Coke.

“It’s nothing to worry about,” she told me when I picked up a glass and 
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held it under my nose.
“Nothing at all. Nothing to go to Al-Anon over.”
“Who said anything about Al-Anon?” I asked. I went to the kitchen 

and stared at the cupboards. I took out the coffee can and measured some 
spoonfuls into the maker. My mother is a drinker, but she is not a drunk. 
There is a difference. I know, because my father was a drunk. She was just 
doing what she always does, which is to stay home and mope for a day or 
two, then hop in the shower, clean up the house, buy a new dress and find 
another man.

“Guess what,” I said.
She turned the volume down, and shifted her position to give me her 

almost full attention. She has high hopes for me. She believes one of these 
days I’ll come over with news of a good job, a good boyfriend.

“My wisdom teeth grew back. It’s a miracle. Better clear off the couch, 
better buy the yogurt.” I know I’m too old for this, but she’s too old to be 
moping like a teenager because Doug the car mechanic dumped her.

“Does insurance cover miracles?” she asked.
“Guess what else?” I opened the cupboard to look for a clean mug.
“You have an extra eyeball?”
“I’m cutting off my hair.”
“Your beautiful hair,” she said and began to sniff. Her own hair is 

gray at the roots and coarse as the head of a broom. She says it’s one of the 
reasons nobody will marry her, one of the reasons she’ll always be alone. 
She thinks I moved back here because I’m worried about her and that’s part 
of it, but I’d never admit it. I threw her a box of tissues and slumped in the 
recliner. In the kitchen, the coffee maker hissed like a cat.

I am not cutting off my hair as a statement. It is not because I’m bored, 
or because the stylist at the salon where I work as a receptionist says I’ll 
look like Mia Farrow in Rosemary’s Baby. My hair is my main attraction. 
My roommate tells me cutting it off is like beauty suicide. But I’m going to 
do it anyway.
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After I left my mother’s I didn’t feel like going home, so I walked down 
through town to the marina. This place is the jump-point to vacationland. 
To the north are hundreds of islands. The mayor calls our town a gateway. 
Technically we live on an island too, but it’s the fake, drive-to kind that you 
can reach by bridge. What it really is is a line of fast-food restaurants, gas 
stations and gift shops that sell t-shirts featuring pictures of Orca whales. 
From the marina you can see the beginning of the archipelago, scattered 
down the sound like a trail of crumbs.  

 
I walked on the docks and checked out the yachts which are im-

mense and shining and have puns for names. The year I was seventeen my 
mother dated a man whose boat was called Sin or Swim. He had red hair 
and owned two houses, one in Arizona and one in the islands. He took my 
mother and me there a couple of times and served slick mussels and warm 
Chardonnay. After one month she said he was the answer to all of our prob-
lems. She said, “In Arizona it never rains.” She said, “It’s time to get out of 
this town.” Three months later, he said he had to be leaving and sold his 
yacht. She put vodka in her orange juice, and I got into college and moved 
to Seattle.

On my way back to the car I went to the hardware store to buy some 
paint. I had been thinking about changing the color of my bedroom. But 
when I was there I forgot about the paint and bought a little garden kit that 
came with seeds, a flowerpot, even dirt.

“You bought dirt?” my roommate Mel said when I got home.
“The finest,” I said. “Look how dark it is.” I mixed the dirt with water 

in a big bowl like I was making a cake. I poured the mixture into the pot 
and opened up the packets of seeds. The directions said to separate them 
by kind, but I mixed them up. I liked the idea of the flowers mingling their 
roots below the surface is some sort of forbidden flirtation.

“For variety,” I told Mel, who was watching from the doorway.
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“Variety is healthy,” Mel said. She thinks this is something she knows 
about because she goes on up to three dates a week. She’s been trying to get 
me to double with her which sounds like the worst thing I’ve ever heard of. 

 
“Please,” I said. I know what she’s talking about. It’s not the flowers. 

“My mother dates enough for the both of us. You should see her right now. 
At this very moment she’s acting about fifteen years old. That’s where vari-
ety got her.”

“The woman lost her house,” Mel said. “And she got left.”
“Seven years ago,” I said and poked a few more seeds deep into the dirt. 

Mel and my mother have met a few times. They talked about men like col-
lege girls in the bar bathroom.

“And every five minutes since then,” Mel pointed out.
“She digs her own grave,” I said and smoothed the soil with my index 

finger.

In college I went on dates because that’s what you do. But what I want-
ed was to stay at home, eat a sandwich from the cafeteria and read magazine 
advice columns about people whose lives are so screwed up they make you 
feel like your future is the brightest one around. I hid the magazines under 
my pillow, embarrassed. “What he’s thinking when you’re naked,” the cov-
ers bossed above pictures of models with thin, arched bodies. “Seven Days 
to Slim!”

I’m not pretending to have it all figured out, but I know a few things 
about myself. I am constantly dissatisfied and disappointed in people. It’s 
something I’m not working on.

Mel says it’s an avoidance technique.
“You’re afraid of getting close to people,” she said while I sprinkled 

water onto my seeds. 
“Are you a therapist?” I asked.
“It’s better to have loved and lost...” she began from the doorway and I 
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left the room to find my pot of dirt a nice sunny corner to call home. That 
was a challenge. It was November. The clouds were heavy as sheep in the 
rain.

Mel’s not a therapist, she’s a waitress at the Compass Cafe down by the 
ferry terminal. She finished high school, but just barely. What she wants is 
to find a nice man and settle down.

 “In the country,” she says. We both know that will never happen. 
Mel is what my mother calls a Go-Go-Get-’Em Girl. I am what my mother 
calls a Scaredy-Cat. 
She says, “You’re afraid.” 
I say, “I’m smart.” 
She says, “That you are,” and then I feel bad like I said she wasn’t.

There was a tiny bit of gladness that nestled in my chest when the flood 
ruined the house. It’s still stuck inside me like a piece of glass, a clean kind 
of pain. I liked that my mother was forced to do something other than wait 
like some aged Rapunzel forgotten in the castle. I liked the way she looked, 
moving around the new house with a sort of dignified purpose. She became 
useful, unpacking boxes full of donated food, rearranging furniture like she 
cared. 
I said, “This is starting over.” 
She said, “This is the beginning of the end.”

  
Three years ago, while I was in Seattle getting a degree, Mel was down 

the street from my college getting an abortion. We didn’t know each other 
well then, but it still depresses me to think of her lying there with her legs 
open while I took careful notes about Jane Austen. She says it wasn’t that 
big of a deal, but what I know is that she still celebrates the baby’s due date 
every year by drinking too much wine and falling asleep with all the lights 
on.
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I finished college on schedule, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at 
me. The lease on the apartment I’d been renting ran out and I moved back 
home and then, when my mother and I lost patience with each other, in 
with Mel who was a friend of a friend and was looking for a roommate. It 
was supposed to be temporary, just until I could save up enough money to 
move somewhere better. But it’s been six months. My job at the salon isn’t 
the kind of job you go to college for, but it’s good enough for now. I like the 
shampoo smell of the place and the way people try to catch their reflections 
in the window on their way out the door.

Every now and then someone I used to know comes in and says,
“I thought you were never coming back.”
I nod and shrug and say, “Oops.” Then I tell them their stylist will be 

right with them and flip the pages of my appointment book.
My mother says, “You are the first college graduate in our family and 

you work at a salon.”
I say, “Be patient. I’m just figuring things out.” But that sounds weak, 

even to me.
The owner of the salon has this thing about community. Her motto is: 

“Hair Cares.” Right now she is hosting an event for Manes of Mercy. I’ve 
signed on. I’m cutting off my hair to make a wig for a kid who has a disease 
and has gone bald. There are a few places you can send your hair. I chose 
one in California, because that’s the closest and I want to keep it nearby. 
The pamphlet was what got me. There’s this picture of a little girl with her 
hair donor. The donor has a pixie cut and the girl has auburn curls that fall 
past her shoulders. They are both looking happy. I tried to detect signs of 
loss in them, to see the effect of the process. But they’re just smiling, stand-
ing very close together with their hands on their hips. It has occurred to me 
that they might just be models.

There are nights that Mel and I sit in the living room and turn the 
lights low and count the people passing by. The most we’ve gotten is seven 
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in one night. Every now and then someone we know will walk past and 
we’ll consider this new angle, the top of heads and shoulders, and make up 
new names and lives for them. We drink cheap wine from the jug and eat 
crackers, and sometimes Mel says, “Let’s go out,” so we dress up in jeans 
and shiny tops and go to the bar across the street which is new and not 
someplace frequented by locals. The bar is called The Net and has themed 
nights, but it never really changes. Ladies Night means cheap well drinks, 
Salsa Night means stale tortilla chips and an empty pinata. We order Gin 
and Tonics and walk out on the dance floor with our shoulders back and 
our eyes straight-ahead. It seems like we’re the only ones that dance at 
this bar. I like to think we do the floor a favor, resuscitating it with our 
shoe bottoms. A few men usually watch from the sidelines like parents at a 
soccer match, and I sort of like it, knowing they aren’t a part of our game. 
Every now and then Mel grabs one and pulls him out on the dance floor, 
and weaves in circles around him.

At the dentist’s office I sat in the half-reclined chair and tried to look 
composed even though I felt like a freak. He explained that he couldn’t 
explain why the teeth he pulled out grew back. I asked him if I might be a 
dental miracle and he said no, though he looked fascinated and a little bit 
unsure. Then he winked at me and called me shark-girl because sharks have 
two layers of teeth. I looked this up when I got home and found out that 
was true, that sharks can lose tens of thousands of teeth in a few years, but 
that they always grow back. I pictured the dentist studying the teeth of ani-
mals by lamplight, and wondered if he slept alone. The dentist is not from 
this town. On the wall of his office is a certificate from the UCLA School 
of Dentistry.

“You must miss the sunshine,” I said to him when I saw the certificate. 
He nodded, smiled out the window at the rain and I wanted to reach over 
his desk and touch his forehead.
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Mel is most like my mother in the moments before she goes out on a 
date. Whatever they have lost they have decided to fix with lipstick and 
perfume and a certain kind of smile that distracts attention from the look 
in their eyes. They pull and prod at themselves in front of the mirror and 
say, “Okay?” I nod and say, “Perfect.” But they can’t be convinced. Mel is 
worried about the size of her nose, since she read that it never stops grow-
ing. My mother is worried about the flat and heavy sag of her breasts, the 
flesh around her middle, the blue veins that are fighting against the surface 
of her skin like worms in the dirt.

Once I cut off my hair, there is no telling how long it will take to grow 
back. The pamphlet assures me I won’t even notice how fast it is coming 
in. How thick, how glossy, how like a child’s it has become. And perhaps, 
one day, you will donate again, it tells me. They have a star system for repeat 
donors. It goes from bronze to gold, like in the Olympics.

Mel said, “You should at least let me set you up with Ray before you 
cut it off.” Ray is the one she wants me to go out with. He’s new in town 
and works in the kitchen at the Compass Cafe.

“But seriously,” she said. “He’s super smart.”
“So why don’t you go out with him?” I said.
“He’s not my type. Anyway, my hands are full at the moment. But he 

has a pet turtle. Isn’t that cool?”
I said, “No way,” but I’m starting to consider it, just to shut her up.

I stared at my pot of dirt for one week before two sprouts pushed to the 
surface. Now there are five. I check them morning and night. I can tell they 
are getting bigger by the day, their little stalks pumped up with liquid. One 
of these days I’ll need to transfer them to a bigger pot. Maybe even a gar-
den. There is no garden at my apartment. There is no garden at my mother’s 
house. There is only a parking strip like someone spilled their lawn while 
they were driving it to their better house. 
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I like to get up before light, when the leaves outside are black. It has 

been raining for four solid weeks. Everyone is worried about flooding. But 
my garden grows in the lamplight. On the day I had an appointment with 
the stylist who was going to make me look like Mia Farrow, I did up a braid 
and reached for the scissors myself. Tiny pieces of hair fell around my toes, 
tickled the tops of my shoulders. The braid was heavier than I expected and 
coiled in my hand it looked as gray and strange as a dead pet.

Before I went to the dentist to have my teeth pulled, I put lipstick on. 
He stood over me with a scalpel and said, “I guess nothing’s impossible.” 
He smiled at me like an experiment and I thought about my sprouts, push-
ing their way out of the dirt towards my open face. The dentist has good, 
careful hands. He lifted my chin with the tip of his finger and I shut my 
eyes and tried to look serene.

While he put the metal up against my gums and said, “Hold tight.” I 
pictured him studying books about cavities and plaque removal under palm 
trees.

I like to think about California. I picture a beach house with room for 
a garden. I imagine that I’m sitting on the sand and I look up and there 
is my donated braid, back from the dead, running after a ball or doing 
cartwheels in the sand. I’d know my hair anywhere. My mother is right. It 
is beautiful hair.

The truth is, there is a part of me that thinks she’s got it right a lot. 
She’s always crying over movies and things in a way that makes me feel like 
I’ve missed the point. I admire people who cry a lot because it is a sign they 
are alive. My problem is I don’t know what is in me unless it is yanked out 
with pliers.

“You cut your hair,” the dentist said after he had my head exactly where 
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he wanted it. He kept his hand on my chin for a moment. I nodded and 
was glad for the lipstick.

“You look different,” he said.
“I donated it.”
“If only you could do that with these guys.” He tapped my jaw. The 

dentist’s eyes flickered like they might go out. He didn’t put me under while 
he pulled out my teeth.

“You won’t even feel it,” he said, though of course I did. But the teeth 
were hardly there. Just babies, their roots were thin as string. It was only a 
tug, like the way someone takes your hand.

“That’s it!” he said when it was done. He held the teeth in his palm, 
and when he took the cotton from my mouth there was just a small spot of 
blood. I took off my bib and left the office, my new teeth in the trashcan 
like leftover food. I found my car on the street where I left it, but sitting in 
the driver’s seat I forgot which way was home.

By the time I started the engine, the bleeding had stopped entirely 
and there was no pain in my mouth, only the tinny taste of raw skin. The 
dentist had said there was no need to put myself out. No need for yogurt or 
painkillers, or lying around on the couch like I’d just had a liver removed. 
But I went to my mother’s house anyway.

 
When I walked in the door it smelled good, like laundry. The liv-

ing room was mostly clean. She had a dress on and her hair was up. From 
where I stood it looked mostly brown, hardly gray at all. She was standing 
at the kitchen sink, just standing there, not doing anything.

 “What’s his name,” I asked.
 “Clark,” she said. “As in Gable. Your hair!”
 “It’s a nice name. I told you I was cutting it.”
 “I guess you did.” She looked startled but said it suited me. “It 

reminds me of something,” she said.
 “Rosemary’s Baby?”

Kate Ristow



72

 She put her hands on her hips and came towards me. Over and 
over she said, “What is it. You remind me of something, of someone,” like 
she’d forgotten I was her own.

 I stayed at my mother’s for a while and told her about Manes of 
Mercy.

 “You’re a good girl,” she said. But she kept checking the time and 
twisting her dress around, so I decided to go home. It was Friday, Mel was 
off work at five, and I figured maybe we’d go across the street. On Fridays 
The Net hosts Funktown, which means a sign on the door that says “Wel-
come to Funktown” and not much else.

I’d decided to tell Mel I’d go out with this Ray person. If I said it once, 
I wouldn’t be able to take it back. I’ve never seen this guy, but I’ve imagined 
him a few times, feeding his pet turtle pieces of lettuce and checking the 
temperature of its cage.

The other day I read that shrimp keep their hearts in their brains. I told 
my mother that and it made her laugh and laugh.

 
“So they think with their hearts?” she asked.
“Or love with their brains,” I answered.
For their first date Clark took my mother to a restaurant at the top of a 

little hill where you can see almost all the way across the sound to Canada.
“It was perfect,” she said, and more than anything I wanted to believe 

her.

My hair has already grown about one quarter of an inch. But my neck 
still feels exposed, like a broken bone, jutting through skin. I don’t always 
recognize myself in shop windows. Meanwhile, some kid just lost another 
sweep of hair in her mother’s brush. When I see the flash of my neck 
reflected in glass I think of that new bald spot, fresh as anything. I think 
of my mother’s beat-up heart growing a light pink shell, slick a pill, and the 
layer of flesh that covers Mel’s hollowed out stomach. You don’t know what 
you have until you’ve lost it. I guess that’s the point of all those sayings.
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It’s true what the pamphlet said. My new hair is soft as a child’s. When 
it’s long enough I might cut it off again, and go for the silver star. What I 
now know is that it will always grow back. But this time, I think I’ll drive 
my braid down to California myself. I’ll have moved my flowers to a larger 
pot by then. I’ll strap them in the passenger seat like a kid, and when I get 
to California I’ll stay there and go barefoot until I no longer need shoes to 
protect my feet. I’ll get a tan, sitting there on the beach and beside me the 
air will be as real and warm as a body. Leaving here will be easy. Everybody 
will have been expecting my departure for a long time. But I won’t say I 
told you so and when I drive over the bridge to the mainland I will keep my 
eyes straight ahead.

 
After the flooding had stopped, but before the evacuation crew dragged 

her away from her ruined house, my mother got the photo albums, the 
good dishes, a few of her dresses and a trunk full of letters. Everything else 
grew bloated with rain and soft from rot. She said the flood was like divorce 
since it distorted the shape of everything. Made it seem more valuable or 
more worthless than it probably was.

I said, “Things are just things.”
She said, “You are so young,” and held my face the way a person holds a 

book when the light is almost too low to read.
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Ossuary
Samuel Forrest Schrader

 Back then, we woke up when ever we pleased. No rooster calls. No 
chorus of cowbells.

Misha got up before me to take care of Mama, easing her gaunt frame 
from her bed to a bare wooden stool near the stove. It was summer, but she 
still felt cold. He brushed her ash-colored hair that continued to fall out in 
matted knots. Mama wore a nightgown smeared with dirt and collected 
grime of the past several months, mostly spent on her knees in what was the 
garden, searching for anything to eat. Around the house, Misha only wore 
his soiled underpants and a shirt missing the bottom three buttons. Mostly 
I wore an oversized shirt Papa left behind on his trip to Sevastopol. He 
didn’t come back.

“Its okay, Mama. Zhenya and I are going to find something big today,” 
Misha whispered to Mama day after day. A hardened fourteen year old, 
Misha was the kind the Komsomol admired: good-looking, strong and per-
petually optimistic. Like everyone else in our oblast, his body had thinned 
out, ribs sticking out like rows of wanted crops. Blonde and blue-eyed, he 
always drew compliments everywhere we went.

“Don’t worry. We’ll find something really good today.”
We never did. Most days we came up with only handfuls of millet and 

some bones with traces of meat or marrow. He still promised. One day, 
Misha woke me up before the sun had come up. He put a thin, white index 
finger to his lips. My clothes were at the foot of the bed Misha and I shared, 
already set out and folded, still stained. I stood up and quietly dressed as 
Misha paced around the room like a dog. Our bedroom was small, only 
furnished with a small dresser and a chair missing one of its legs. The win-
dow no longer held any glass, so we covered it with an old feed bag.

“Hurry up, Zhenya. We need to go.”
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I yanked up my underpants and trousers that were two sizes too big 
and tied the rope I used as a belt.

“Where’s my shirt?” I whispered. Misha surveyed the room and 
shrugged. There weren’t too many places to look and if it wasn’t in the 
bedroom, it was gone. Probably stolen. We shuffled out of the bedroom and 
passed by Mama’s room. She was sleeping, but her breath sounded wet and 
labored as if she were gargling. On church-mouse steps we got to the stove 
near the kitchen. Rusty pots and dull knives were scattered around the area. 
The other casualties. Misha took one large knife and put it in the waistband 
of his brown trousers.

“Just in case.”
“In case of what?”
“We might need it. Protection. Maybe we’ll find something really good 

today. You never know,” he said as he walked to the front door. With its 
missing slats, the door looked like a begger’s mouth. The sun slowly as-
cended over the hill, creeping up the sky like a slug, light passing through 
abandoned farm equipment and illuminating the landscape full of nothing. 
Where the wheat was now only black dirt. Rotting dogs, cats and cattle 
scattered like an unfinished chess game. Misha simply coughed.

“What are you looking at? We have to go!”
“Sorry.”
“Stop saying that,” he said trotting up the dirt road away from our 

house. “Why?”
“You don’t have to be sorry. God willing, everything will go back to 

normal. Don’t dwell on it.” Misha continued walking and I ran to catch 
up with him. He was so much bigger than me, taking long and deliberate 
strides while I galloped behind, clinging to him like the smell of cigarette 
smoke. We continued in silence, hitting the fork in the road that would 
bring us into the village or to Taras Pond. Both desolate options. The village 
was all but a shell of what it once was and the pond barren of fish or plants. 
Even though summer was here, the trees were stripped of leaves. Boney.

Samuel Forrest Schrader



76

Misha kicked a stone down the dirt road, sighing. A slight breeze car-
ried a cloud of dirt and yellowed grass across the path.

“I’m hungry.”
“I know. Me too,” Misha said.
“Misha?”
“Yes?”
“Do you believe in God?” I asked. He stopped walking and turned to 

face me. His eyes were dull and unexpressive. It was as if I were looking 
into the back of his head.

“Do I believe in God or should I believe in God? At the Komsomol, I 
was taught never to believe in something as foolish and imaginary as an all-
powerful being who is able to control everything, but that man controls his 
own destiny. I guess I would have to believe that because,” he said gesturing 
to empty fields, “look at what man has done here. God gave Job trials. God 
was also merciful. Not man.”

The sun was in full blaze when we got to the pond. The water looked 
murky, full of decaying moss and the skeletons of long-dead fish. I crouched 
on the bank and tried to skip stones, watching as each and every pebble I 
threw puttered across the surface of the water. We used to come down here 
all the time and play, back when people came here to bathe or to have a 
small picnic.

Misha stood up and started to take off his shirt, his haggard frame 
coming into view. He undid his trousers and let them fall to the earth.

“I need to wash these clothes. They smell.”
“That water doesn’t look like it will clean them that well.”
“It’s better than nothing. You should wash your trousers.”
I looked down and noticed the material looked hardly visible under 

the stains. I slowly took them off, watching as Misha stood by the bank 
with his clothes in one hand and that knife in the other. He was once as 
fit and muscular as any other boy in the village. Nude, his skin looked like 
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parchment wrapped around bone, something the butcher gave to Mama 
all months prior. My belly had ballooned out a bit in the past couple 
of months. Misha trotted into the water with a thin smile on his face. I 
grinned too, remembering different times.

When I joined Misha in the soup-like water, he swam a bit closer to me 
and started to wash my back. Our little tradition: we took baths and since I 
was the younger brother, he’d make sure my back and neck were both clean. 
We used to stay in the metal tub until our fingers were wrinkled. He’d 
show them to me and pucker his face, pretending to be Maria Ivanovna, 
the bent-over schoolteacher. Mama would then scold us for staying in the 
tub too long. This time the sensation on my back felt strange. Instead of 
soft brushes from healthy fingers, the touch felt grating like something 
from a toolbox. I winced and made a little sound in the back of my throat. 
He stopped, both of us turning to stone. Flies zigzagged around our slick 
shoulders. Misha’s arms fell over my chest and his forehead fell onto my 
collarbone. I didn’t turn around, trying to maintain composure. He sniffed 
loudly, deafening in the silence. He yanked his head off me and started to-
ward his pile of clothes. I stood in the pond with my head down, a Patriarch 
in silent prayer.

Misha washed his clothes the best he could, scraping and slapping them 
with the knife. I sat on the bank letting the sun dry me. Several minutes 
later, Misha got out of the pond and tossed me my trousers.

“I did the best I could.”
“Thank you. You didn’t have to.”
“It was the least I could do,” he said, breaking eye contact with me. I 

brought the trousers to my face and found them to be substantially cleaner.
“Where are we going to look for food?” I asked while slipping on my 

trousers. Misha looked up and pointed to the other side of the pond. It was 
a wooded area, full of skeletal trees, its leaves picked clean in the spring. I 
never went there alone.

“That place is scary,” I whined. Misha smiled.
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“There are a lot of scary things, but that isn’t one of them.”
“But you always told me about the boars and the...”
“Don’t worry. If there are any left, they’ll be weak and easy to kill.” 

Now fully dressed, Misha rubbed his eyes with his palms and started down 
the path towards the forest. I sulked, but followed. As we made the right at 
the fork in the road, Misha stuck out his arm to block me.

“What?” I asked. He didn’t answer. I scanned the path and saw noth-
ing, just the grass on either side swaying slightly in the breeze. Poking my 
head over Misha’s arm, I saw it. Off to the side of the path some meters 
ahead appeared to be a dead animal. The grass was taller around this area, 
obscuring the majority of the animal’s body.

“What is it?”
“I don’t know,” he responded. He took out his knife and began to 

approach it. Even though Misha could have handled anything thrown his 
way, I didn’t take my eyes off of the animal. I was eager to help. As we drew 
nearer, the picture started to become clearer. What looked like mud stains 
became a filthy dress. What looked like fur became hair. Soon, we stood 
over a dead body. I clutched Misha’s left hand and tried not to scream. He 
told me that he had seen many dead bodies at funerals, but he never al-
lowed me to go see them myself no matter how much I begged. Confronted 
with one, I wretched and squirmed. A thin stream of bile launched out of 
my mouth.

“Zhenya, stand back,” Misha ordered as he used his foot to push the 
corpse on its back. The body was a young woman’s, anywhere from seven-
teen to twenty-five. During these times, it was nearly impossible to place an 
exact age on anyone. She had wispy brown hair the color of the surround-
ing dirt and a thin, upturned nose. Her face was slightly sunken, but not 
nearly as much as some of the still-living townspeople. From the looks of 
it, her death wasn’t painful. No agonized face like the ones we had seen. 
A lone gunshot wound at the side of her head told us her story. Executions 
were commonplace. She looked at peace with the apparent verdict.
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Misha turned to me, frowning.
“Zhenya, listen to me...” He started. As he explained, my eyes widened 

and tears began to form. He dried the tears that poured down my face with 
the back of his hand. With a kiss to my forehead, Misha spun around and 
knelt down next to the body. After a few attempts to take her dress off, 
he stood up and took out the knife. Misha took the knife to the fabric in 
between the woman’s breasts and made a small cut. Using both hands, he 
tore the dress apart, leaving her naked. Misha wasn’t fazed by her breasts 
or the triangle of pubic hair; he simply wiped his brow with his wrist and 
coughed. The knife was now aimed right at her hip joint.

“Forgive me,” he said. I turned away as I heard the sound of steel 
against bone. Misha was conducting an obscene symphony, each grunt 
accentuated by tendons snapping and cartilage popping like the bodies 
of beetles under a foot. Long whirring sounds like a saw on a tree acted 
as a scherzo before slowly melting back into the grotesque refrain. Misha 
stopped and tossed the leg aside. Small pools of blood seeped out of the 
wounds and met at his bent knee. I panicked and leapt onto the grass. 
Misha began work on the other leg, hacking and slicing through fat, ten-
dons and bone. It was sickening.

After severing the legs, he wiped the blade on the grass and stood up, 
panting. Misha then sat on the woman’s torso and grabbed her right arm. 
The blade sank in right above the armpit and the noises started all over 
again. Each move of the knife made her breasts bob from side to side like 
lillypads in a storm. Misha paid no attention, continuing to work the arm 
out of its socket. When the arm proved too stubborn, he got on his feet and 
pulled the arm out of the body like a tree root. The arm snapped out and 
he tossed it with the legs near the woman’s head. I looked at Misha, watch-
ing him sweat and toil over this body. By this time, he wallowed in chunky 
blood and bone splinters. He wasn’t finished.

With the dead woman’s eyes closed shut, it still looked like she was 
sleeping despite the fact that three of her limbs were placed beside her like 
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stacked wood while Misha worked on the last limb. I sat down on the grass 
and put my head in my hands, not wanting to witness the grand finale. The 
symphony continued playing while I hummed a folk song. I heard a dull 
thud of the last limb, thankful that it was over. I poked my head up and 
saw that he was about to start flaying her torso.

 “Stop it! Stop it!” I screamed as I ran towards Misha. He looked up, 
startled. I pitched myself into bloodstained arms. “We have enough! Just 
stop it!” The sun-warmed blood pressed against my nose and cheeks, mak-
ing me cry harder. He guided me onto my feet and tried to clean off my 
face and chest.

“Okay. I’ll be back.” Misha carried the rest of the woman to a small 
bush down the path while I just gazed at the limbs. One of the hands had 
two fingers folded into the palm while the index and middle fingers stuck 
out nearly straight. I fidgeted with my hair, coating myself with more 
blood. Misha returned, resembling a soldier home from the battlefield.

“You take the arms and I’ll take the legs. Let’s go home.”
I hesitated until Misha picked up the legs and started to make the walk 

back towards home. I picked up the arms and placed them across my fore-
arms, the way I had carried dogs or cats. The skin felt strange as if I were 
touching the skin of a plucked chicken. I jogged to catch up with Misha. 
Once back at his side, he glanced at me and let out a long breath.

“I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have seen that.”
“Don’t be,” I said. We picked up our pace and we made it back home 

when the sun was starting its fall over the hills, but still maddeningly high 
enough to cast a menacing shadow: two boys with abnormal limb counts. 
Misha opened the door to the house and let me go in first. Mama was 
sitting right by the stove, eyes opened and staring directly at me. I was 
paralyzed, but Misha spoke for both of us.

“Look, Mama,” he said. Without a word, Mama stood up and shuffled 
to the kitchen area and got out a giant pot. By the stove, a tub of murky 
water with some millet seeds, edible grasses and roots added by Mama for 
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flavor. She took an arm from me and laid it on the counter, withdrawing 
a paring knife from her apron’s pocket. Delicately, she diced the fingers 
on the hand and fed the pieces into the pot. Once she had finished with 
one hand, she took the other arm and repeated the process. Misha helped 
Mama put the pot onto the stove. Mama looked at the pot and smiled. She 
gestured for us to come close and we moved towards her stool. With the 
knife at one of the fingerless palms, she dragged the blade to the top of the 
forearm and picked the skin up, sniffing it before tossing it in. The exposed 
muscle had a fine layer of coagulated blood resting on top like a lusterless 
glaze. Arm in lap, she said, “You found something big today.”
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Another Word for Serendipity
Robin Lane

 He sits along in the window seat, surprised at his luck - crying, 
squirming babies and a pissy-nutty smell, and he is the only passenger 
with a seat to himself. His hair is coarse, cut short with the precision of a 
Marine, his eyes knot together beneath his nose, old acne his chin. His cell 
phone rings and he silences it, mumbling, a Bosnian accent thick on his lips 
and tongue. He looks out of the window and thinks of his mother.

Approaching footsteps, the steady flip-flop of loose sandals, and some-
one stops, shifts a suitcase, launches it above the seats. He coughs gently, 
turns to smile at his flight companion - a young woman, just his age, tall, 
with muscular calves, big, red-toenailed feet, a t-shirt stretching over the 
top of her flowered skirt, her belly-button crevice just suggested beneath 
the fabric. He smiles still - she returns the gesture and sits down, opens her 
book, absently picking at her cuticles as she reads.

He looks out of the window again; he isn’t thinking of his mother, but 
of the elbow next to his on the armrest, the foot next to his on the carpet, 
the suitcase next to his in the overhead compartment. He knows he wants 
to talk to her, but doesn’t know what to say that is worth interrupting her 
reading. He doesn’t worry long - she turns to him, asks if there is a time 
difference between St. Louis and Atlanta. He answers with a meek, knowl-
edgeable “Yes,” conscious of his eyebrows wriggling.

She smiles at his heavy jaw, heavy nose, heavy accent, thumbing at 
page forty-two. She is thankful for the way he looks at her face, respectful 
and kind, thankful he isn’t a sweaty old man staring at her breasts. They sit 
there, looking at each other, halfway to a smile, and then he starts talking, 
not knowing how he comes from one subject to another.

Airplanes, to start: wingspan and speed, and the likelihood of a crash. 
Her face stays relaxed through images of fire and brimstone, and she 
says she flies often, to visit friends in Dallas. Really, it’s her fiancée, but 
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he doesn’t need to know that, and she doesn’t need to know that he has 
someone waiting for him back in Bosnia, because they’re having such fine 
conversation. The way she looks at him is different than a pretty girl pitying 
a poor immigrant, and he looks at her in the eyes, not sideways at her ears 
or shoulders, but straightforward and kind. He is full of genuine kindness. 
She puts her book away.

She asks about Bosnia; she is curious. She has a whole library of 
Harvard and Yale and Oxford University Press books that she has read 
and bookmarked, made notes in. He answers her spoken questions, then 
answers the questions she asks only by a glance, a nod, another smile.

He tells her of black, rich coffee and thick, warm, brown bread, and 
Sarajevo, and his sister with a piece of shrapnel in her brain, and his uncle’s 
house flattened, and his family’s escape through Germany, and his father’s 
three jobs, and his mother, most of all, his mother.

“She has these thick, bushy eyebrows, barely two of them -I remember 
when we moved to the States, I was young, my older sister used to fight 
with her over those eyebrows, begging her to prune them a little, trying 
to look just like everyone else. And my mother would hold out her hands, 
rough and ugly from years and years of manual work in the sun and warm 
and wet, and remind her where we came from, why we left, why we were 
never going back. I used to curl on her stomach and she would sing to me 
in Bosnian, comb her fingers through my hair...”

She wasn’t surprised by his eloquence - only refreshed, relieved. She 
liked the sound of his voice over the humming of the airplane. She liked the 
way his eyebrows wiggled when he smiled, the way he thrust his chin out 
when making a point. She studied his eyes for falseness; found only truth 
and ingenuity. He asked her about her family.

“I don’t have much to say.”
“No one does - until they start talking. There’s always more to say than 

you think there is.”
“Where should I start, then?”
“Your mother. Your father. Anyone.”
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“Well—”
“Whoever you have the most to say about.”
“My little sister.”
“Go ahead.”
“I’m eighteen. She’s twelve. I don’t know her as well as I’d like to. All I 

really have are memories, I guess. And not all of them are good memories, 
either.”

“Someone who only has good memories is a lucky man.”
“And a non-existent one.”
“Tell me a good memory.”
“Everything we’ve done is kind of silly—”
“I don’t mind.”
“ - and embarrassing.”
He doesn’t understand her unwillingness to talk, but he smiles anyway, 

encouraging. He has always been the kind of person to open up to strang-
ers, to share his life story with the person across from him on the subway, 
on the train.

“Those are the best kind of stories.”
She begins to sift through her memories, categorizing the good and 

the bad, ordering events by year and season and theme, but one look at his 
rough face and all order melts into pools of pandemonium. Images of her 
thirteenth birthday party drip onto the opening night of her lead in the 
school musical, flowing over family vacations and her first romance, her 
favorite book, her favorite movie; she cannot bring her mind to its usual 
form, and this freeness has thrown her off guard.

“I like horses.”
“Oh?” He fiddles with his seat, tilting it back and forth, swaying and 

bumping as the airplane dips into the clouds.
“My sister and I used to ride when we were little, on my grandparents’ 

farm.” She pauses. She smells the dirt and hay. She thinks of her grand-
mother’s fluffer-nutter sandwiches and Nancy Drew books. “We took the 
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horses out early, early, in the morning, when our parents were still asleep. 
My favorite was Shadow—I named him myself at ten years old—and 
Shadow was... magnificent. The most gorgeous horse I had ever seen. Tall 
and royal and shiny and soft... I needed a stool to reach the stirrups, but 
I always tried to get on without it. My sister, she was taller then me, even 
then; she could do it by herself, and I hated her so much for that.” She 
laughs, swirls the remnants of her drink around in the short plastic cup, 
sips, takes a cube of ice into her mouth and chomps it.

“I used to ride,” he says, by way of a reply. “I took lessons with —” And 
she knows there is someone, someone else besides her he has been riding 
with, and the fantasies that began with the first words of his response, the 
images of flying through the desert on Arabian steeds with this dark man 
burst into the reality that he is only her next-door plane-seat neighbor, 
nothing else; this moment is nothing more than chance and coincidence, 
and they were not meant to be.

“With Melina, my wife.” He seals the doom of the ending conversation. 
“She loves horses.” He coughs, nervous; swallows another mouthful of his 
drink. She chews on her ice, glad for the excuse to be silent.

A moment passes. The flight attendant begins her return journey down 
the aisle, collecting trash into a white bin with the colorful logo of the com-
pany. She reaches out her hand to take his napkin, his empty plastic cup, 
and he thanks her.

Into the trash—everything.
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Case Study
Robert Marshall

There were things Jim was good at. He wanted to think they were im-
portant, and he needed other people to confirm this. I mean, if they weren’t 
important, he wasn’t; he was an animal on a rock hurtling through space. 
(He thought this at night sometimes.)

But Jim Jr. was good at other stuff, stuff his father wasn’t good at. 
Predictably, Jim Jr. wanted the things he was good at to be important. But 
if these were really the important things (and if they were seen as impor-
tant by the world), then there was no way (self-help books aside) that his 
father could feel good about himself. Jim couldn’t acknowledge that the 
things Jim Jr. was good at were important, and vice versa. I mean, he could 
acknowledge it, but this “acknowledgment” was bullshit—he didn’t really 
believe it, because that would mean the things he was good at were in fact 
equally important: a pretty meaningless formulation of important.

On Jim Jr.’s part, vice versa. I suppose I’ll call this the underlying 
dynamic.

Now they weren’t unperceptive people, Jim and Jim Jr. So Jim Jr. un-
fortunately often saw through it when Jim “acknowledged the importance” 
of what Jim Jr. was good at, and, again, vice versa. Sometimes they fought. 
Sometimes they didn’t. There was always tension.

And there were, of course, many other factors—economic, social, 
sexual. There were dynamics beneath the underlying dynamic. Dynamics 
above it, beside it, within. There were illnesses, car games and wars. There 
were trips to the Oregon Coast. There were luminous storm clouds out over 
the water. There were other people (primarily Jim’s wife, Jim Jr.’s mother). 
There was the smell of the grass in the morning on the lawn. There were 
headaches. There was night. As I’ve suggested, Jim and Jim Jr. were both at 
different times, and in different ways, aware of what I’m calling the under-
lying dynamic. This awareness brought a certain degree of relief and mutual 
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forgiveness, though not, I suppose, enough.
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I Was Melvin Sanders
Marvin Shackelford

 MS. CAREY, TATJANA, HEY.
Seems like it’s been forever. I read your book The Low End Of High 

School and had to write you. Last time I saw you was tenth-grade English, 
when I was taking that class, kind of regrettably, a second time. It was the 
last semester you or me either one was there. Remember, they started mak-
ing you teachers wear dresses and us boys slacks instead of jeans and the 
girls had to wear those plaid skirts? Wasn’t that bad for the girls, looking 
like naughty little Catholics, but still. Guess I can say that to you now, 
right? You were only ever four years older than me. You’d gotten out of 
college and were teaching English and German, ready to make a difference. 
And then you were gone.

I remember that first day, sitting in those low, top-heavy desks that 
used to wreck my back, even then. You talked at us like we were little peo-
ple; we weren’t used to it. I mean, the way you did it, like we were college 
kids, maybe even your friends. You told us these goals you had and the stuff 
we were going to read and how you really wanted us to make a connection, 
all of us—just like the character at the beginning of your book. Only you 
said it with a German accent. I didn’t recognize it at first. Everybody went 
on later about you being a Nazi, just meanness, but I had to listen hard be-
fore I finally caught the tinge in your words. Seems weird I had such a hard 
time hearing it. Always after I heard it whether I wanted to or not.

And you being German got us to wondering where you got that name, 
Carey. It wasn’t German, or at least we didn’t think so. When we finally 
figured out it was your husband’s name it came like a revelation. But it was 
a confusing one, too, as you had us call you Ms. Carey. And we never saw 
him or heard anything about him. Even your book now says you live alone 
in New York and teach college. What was he, a green-card stunt to get you 
set up here? I don’t mean it mean, just curious. I hear people doing those 
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things all the time and it’s a hell of a lot better than other ways. But I’d hate 
if something awful happened to him between then and your dust jacket.

That’s why I had to write you, I guess. The book, Tatjana. Feels weird 
calling you that, even now that we’re the same sort of people getting old. 
I can’t be drafted, you’re getting too old for a baby. That’s the measuring 
stick, here. Probably not yours. I’d forgotten about you, English class, and 
then I see the name. It’s one I don’t forget, one I never meet another of, but 
I hear it and there you are in my brain with your Cleopatra haircut over 
monster eyebrows. If I met another Tatjana I wouldn’t believe she really 
existed. I picked up your book and read it.

And there you are, telling this story I sort of remember. I know an 
I-narrator isn’t always the writer, but that don’t mean it isn’t. I recognized 
you, saw you giving that speech the first day and fighting the principal over 
letting us read that pedophile book, the Russian guy. I marked you a mile 
off weaving through the hallways when you thought nobody was looking, 
beating your head against the lockers and whispering to yourself. Some of 
us saw that. Makes me kind of sad to find out it’s because you felt like you 
weren’t getting jackshit anywhere in life.

And then there I was. Only I was Melvin, now, Melvin Sanders, Mr 
Whitebread USA your character called him. You talked about how a wom-
an always knows when her ass is getting looked at, like some radar goes off 
soon as you spin around in that long, tight dress to write something on the 
board. Tubby little Melvin was watching, you could feel him. You’d turn 
and catch his eyes and ask a question, maybe give him a wink.

I knew you knew, though. You’d wrap your leg around the pole of your 
podium—you didn’t tell that part—and we got a kick out of it, how you’d 
tangle it up like you aimed to hump it. And I looked at your ass when the 
chance rolled around, sure, and I saw you every day when you came in not 
wearing a bra and stood right under the vent all day and let your nipples get 
stiff beneath your blouse with the cold air blowing down. You didn’t men-
tion that, either. But I used to sit there and wonder, Good God good God, 
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what if that woman’s reading my mind. I’ve wondered that over so many 
women I knew it’d turn out to be true eventually, with one of you.

There’s a lot you left out, especially about yourself. Maybe every guy 
in the room did want to pop their cherry with you, but don’t act like you 
weren’t encouraging it. You weren’t the poor, pitiful woman trying to hold 
up under the stress of horny teenage cocks. It was you dressing slutty and 
slinking around like you were just willing one of us to jump on top of you.

I thought it was me for a while. You told about you and me and the 
prom. The girl I was with, Kelly Hawthorn, holed up crying in the bath-
room because she didn’t think I thought she was pretty enough. We were 
all the time doing that shit. She’d go crazy and I’d just be stuck. You’ll 
probably be surprised to hear that me and Kelly have been married nearly 
ten years now and have got three kids. They’re beautiful and they look like 
her. She’s a nurse. But that night it was on the other end of the long school 
hallway that you didn’t find Kelly crying, didn’t go do your comfort-girl 
routine. You found me and you said, Bitch of a night, right, and then 
slipped your arms around my shoulders, looked me in the eye and started 
dancing. I remember the slope of your waist under my palms, goddamn. 
How you pressed up against me in that sequiny nightgown. You moaned or 
groaned a little and we swayed to the music drifting from the gym.

Yeah, all that was in the book. But it wasn’t with poor old fat boring 
Melvin Sanders you spun around like a diamond over glass, it was some kid 
named Palmer McCourtney who I never fucking heard of in my life. Who 
was he, Tatjana? You took something else you gave me and gave it to him, 
too, something you gave all of us—that big speech the last day we were in 
your English class, reading Shakespeare before summer break. We were 
dicking around with yard sticks, slapping them together like swords and 
acting the last scene of Macbeth. You sat us down and said you loved us 
and you’d miss us and life was just too fucked up—your words, right in the 
classroom, like a blue strike of beautiful fucking lightning—life was just 
too fucked up for you or me or anyone else to expect things not to change. 
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It’s like you recorded it all and stuck it straight into your book, put it in 
there but gave it all to this Palmer McCourtney.

I’ve been trying to figure him out for months now. Who were you 
fucking, which shithead classmate of mine was so special you took all the 
memories out of my head and gave them to him? You left me a fat failure 
of a kid repeating a grade and staring at your ass. You made out like you 
and McCourtney had something great, beyond the sexual desires of the 
pubescent, you say. Always, through the whole book, like you were above 
everything. Don’t you remember what else you said to me that night, that 
you didn’t say to Melvin Sanders or Palmer McCourtney either one at the 
prom? Kelly came out of the bathroom and down the long length of hall 
and you said, I quote you word for word on this, you said in your nasally 
German voice, You have no idea how much better I’d fuck you than she 
will. You ran your fingers down my arm and then Kelly was wrapping her 
arms around me, oblivious, and that was it.

I don’t remember anything about you that wasn’t somehow sex. It 
wasn’t a bad thing, maybe just confusing to figure out later. You were doing 
us a favor, bridging some gap between what we wanted and what we were 
talking about and what consumed us every waking moment. It just tears a 
hole into my head when you write this book and change the names but you 
make it exactly the same, minus a few wrong things that take away from 
how I remember. And you throw in Palmer McCourtney and I just don’t 
know. Who’d you give all of you and me to?

Not long after prom and that last day of Shakespeare I left high school 
for good and started working on my family’s farm. That didn’t make your 
book either, how my father was a drunk and Melvin Sanders had been 
drinking his freshman year and an eye had to be kept on the whole situa-
tion. It’s the genetics. But at any rate he let the place go to shit and I got it 
running again, making money and shining like a beacon atop the dead hill 
of youth. You said that about something else, you know. Maybe this is the 
sort of thing you could stick in another book, revisit Melvin and make me 
not so pathetic.

You were gone from the high school forever, then, too. I never heard 
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where you went, but now you’re a writer, famous, an amazing person. On 
the cover you’re the same as always. It must all be better than teaching 
high school. I’m not pissed, but I keep looking for answers to shit I don’t 
understand. Right now I’m trying to remember things exactly, not just 
what happened in my mind but how everything really occurred, right there, 
independent of what you remember or I remember or what’s written down. 
Kelly sort of thinks I’m crazy. I told her most of this and she said it’s fiction, 
it’s just fiction, and sure enough it says that right on the spine of the book. 
But I want to hear it from you. Tell me, Tatjana. Tell me what I remem-
ber and what I don’t. Tell me who’s who. Explain it so everything comes 
together and sticks right and I’m me again.

MS

I Was Melvin Sanders



93

Perdido
John Thornburg

1.
“Did you know that rain originated in the big bang?”  Sarah asks me 

after Spanish Class.  I tell her that everything originated in the big bang.  
She’s quiet as we walk to the cafeteria.  She eats her lunch, a plastic bag full 
of romaine lettuce and another containing fruit loops.  Señorita Frank wore 
a blue dress today.  I often imagine Señorita Frank when I masturbate.  En 
Espanol, she says, her voice drenched in my semen.  Her hourglass body 
recites all the conjugations for llorar.  To cry or to weep.  I listen closely; I 
am her dutiful pupil.  After school Sarah and I sit on the bleachers dur-
ing football practice.  We’re waiting for my brother Lyon to get done with 
detention.  He said something inappropriate during his English class.  It’s 
raining. Sarah tells me something about the universe but I’m not listen-
ing because I’m trying to think in Spanish.  I can’t think of the verb for to 
lose.  I tell Sarah that our football team will lose all their games this season.  
They will all cry.  Todos lloran.  Maybe that’s right.  Sarah holds my hand 
in the rain.  We watch the football players squat and fidget and crash into 
one another.  The universe forms in front of us and it’s yellow and red and 
green, our school colors like subatomic particles colliding over astroturf.  
Tigers.  Los Tigres.  Sarah tells me that she’s afraid every particle in the uni-
verse has a set path, that free will is just an illusion.  I’m too busy thinking 
in Spanish and I don’t know any words that will enable me to answer that 
question.    

After football practice my brother Lyon drives Sarah and me home in 
my uncle’s Volkswagen Rabbit.  We listen to the Rolling Stones.  Lyon tells 
us a story about how his friend Vic Casey had sex with Stacey Somerston 
at a party out by Loma Donna.  Pretty Hill.  They completely destroyed 
the bathroom, knocked the clocks off the wall and broke them.  Relojes.  
Clocks?  I ask.  Yes, says Lyon.  Clocks.  Relojes.  Apparently Vic’s back was 
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so covered in red scratches that Stacey earned the nickname Catwoman.  
Sarah doesn’t look at either of us when Lyon mentions sex.  I look at my 
brother’s hands on the steering wheel.  His hairy knuckles squeeze and tap 
rhythmically.  

Sarah’s hair changes color in the fall, from glossy blond to dirty brown.  
We’ve been learning about seasonal affective disorder in psychology.  I 
wonder if Sarah’s hair has season-affected depression.  It’s been raining a 
lot.  We drop Sarah off at her house by the cemetery, the one with tall trees, 
grouchy white pines. When Lyon and I get home Uncle Booch is smoking 
pot on the back porch.  We ignore him and Lyon makes dinner, hotdogs 
cut up and added to ramen.  Lyon wears his letter jacket while he makes 
dinner.  He’s got this feathered flaxen hair that girls like, a perpetual five 
o’clock shadow that he inherited from dad or Uncle Booch or someone.  I 
go outside and ask Uncle Booch if he knows anything about the big bang.  
Uncle Booch doesn’t believe in the big bang.  He believes in God.  

My mother used to have precognitive dreams.  I wonder if it’s heredi-
tary.  I hope not.  We lived in a small house over in Pine Glen, the suburbs.  
It got as hot as wolf ’s blood in the summer and the house had no central 
air conditioning.  Mother would scold me for opening the doors or turning 
on the lights.  She hung heavy curtains over the windows.  Ventanas.  It 
kept the house cool but it was so dark in there that Lyon and I would get 
lethargic.  Sometimes she’d take us to the library or to the park, but mostly 
we played in the backyard with the neighbor’s dog.  Perro.  The dog’s name 
was Cowboy.  Vaquero.  She always told the same anecdote when we had 
company for dinner, the one about her dream.  In it, she’s driving.  At first 
she doesn’t recognize where she is, then she realizes it’s New Heritage, Il-
linois, where she grew up.  It’s Halloween and there are all sorts of children 
in costumes everywhere.  She realizes she has a passenger, it’s someone she 
knows or used to know.  Then she recognizes him, it’s Freddie Varek, some 
dude she dated in high school.  About three years after having the dream, 
when she’s visiting her mother in New Heritage, she runs into Freddie 
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Varek near her mom’s house while he’s taking his kids trick or treating. Ev-
eryone knows it’s just a story, that she’s exaggerating or that she heard that 
Freddie Varek was living in New Heritage near her mom and it got into her 
dream.  My mom died because she was sick.  She told me in the hospital 
that she wasn’t afraid; she knew what it was like to die.  She had died in her 
dreams already. 

2.    
After dinner, Uncle Booch offers Lyon and I each a beer.  Cerveza.  

Lyon accepts his but I decline.  Uncle Booch is being cryptic.  He gets that 
way when he’s stoned.  

“I feel like something’s gonna happen,” he says, “I can feel it in my 
meat tubes.”  He connects his iPod to a dock and plays Kyle Gann.  Kyle 
Gann composes songs for disklavier, an impossible piano.  He writes pieces 
that you could not play even if you had six arms.  Uncle Booch likes to 
listen to it when he’s high. Says that it’s the only thing that doesn’t make 
him paranoid, clean and precise like lightning.  Structured chaos.  To me, 
it sounds like crap.  Lyon goes to his room and listens to Foghat and Hanoi 
Rocks (our dad’s old records).  Sarah listens to soft rock, I think.  Stuff you 
hear in restaurants and shopping malls, stuff that is good to listen to while 
taking a dump.  Sarah and I don’t listen to music together.  I send her a text 
that just says: Hey. On the floor of my room I start doing homework.

“Hey little brother,” Lyon says passing my door.  Tedious fucking 
homework.  La tarea.    

I look out the window and think.  There are some impressive pines in 
our backyard, as compared to the withering and derelict aspens.  I can hear 
the wing beats of moths and the call of a barn owl.  My father used to be 
an outdoorsman when he was alive.  He used to take Lyon and me down to 
Yosemite to fish and camp.  After mom died he and his rock climbing bud-
dies started to do a lot more climbing, and even started doing free climbs.  
Dad fell eight hundred meters down a sandstone cliff in Utah, the most 
reckless climb he’d ever attempted.  Sarah sends me a text message saying 
she wants to go to a national park sometime.  I send Sarah a text that says: 
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That sounds boring.  Buenos noches.  
The next morning when Lyon drives us to school the sun is shining but 

everything seems shriveled from the rain.  Lyon tells me some story about 
how in Western Civ Matthew Brewer threw up so violently he knocked 
over a little black trash-can.  He threw up because he was hungover.  Lyon 
says this like it’s some sort of victory for Matthew and all other misbehav-
ing seniors.  When I see Sarah in the morning she looks shriveled and 
damp.  I try to hug her but she shrugs away and mutters something about 
being late for Algebra.  I walk to gym by myself, into the locker room that 
smells like puberty and deodorant deep-fried in rapidly boiling back sweat.  
In the only unoccupied stall I change into my gym clothes while attempt-
ing to ignore the unflushed toilet. When I exit, I feel lean and diseased.  In 
the locker room there is some ruckus.  Steve McCloud is tying his shoes 
when Derek Cantrell shoves him off the bench and onto the floor.  Steve 
doesn’t even look at him, just sits up and keeps tying his shoes.  Derek’s 
laughter bounces off the red and yellow lockers like a company of seals.  I 
tell Derek to leave him alone.  He shoves me against the lockers.

“Go to hell, Queeroy,” he sneers.  His buddies high five him and giggle 
as they exit.  I go to help Steve up but he hits my hand away.  

“I don’t need anyone to stick up for me,” he says, his eyes round wet 
rags.  I try to apologize but he’s left already. I’m alone.  Soledad. 

I hear Uncle Booch in my head.  I can feel it in my meat tubes.  What 
did he mean? Uncle Booch is my mom’s brother, I wonder if he can see the 
future, too.  I wait by Sarah’s locker after school and when I see her, I smile.  

“I have to believe that there is such a thing as chance,” I say. “That 
free will is real and not imagined.  And so what if it is? What would really 
change?”

“Thanks, Leroy.” She kisses me on the cheek and she puts her books 
away.  Her expression shows no sign of relief and I notice that her finger-
nails are dark with dried blood, their edges worn by worry.    

3.  
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Lyon has detention again so we go to the football field.   The coach is 
yelling at Stan Kline, the team’s star running back.  I get the weirdest feel-
ing when I look at them, some sort of déjà vu mixed with heartburn and 
lightheadedness.  Stan Kline is tan and has brown curls and lean muscles.  
He dates cheerleaders and is probably going to an Ivy League school next 
fall.  He’s not looking at the coach; he’s drinking from a water bottle.  I can 
see him in a tesseract of brandy-black shadows, lights cutting the evening 
air to ribbons over astroturf and tar balls. The winning pass arcs towards 
him and he’s running. The sound of cheering builds algorithmically.  He 
turns to see the ball and speeds up: he’s going to catch it.  His body pulses 
like a bronze automaton, his arms reach like pistons to receive the ball, but 
it just bounces off and hits the ground.  The whole scene dissolves and I re-
alize that Sarah is shaking my shoulders.  I pull her away from the football 
field. 

“What is it?” she keeps asking.  
“Nothing,” I insist.  “There’s nothing we can do.”  Uncle Booch’s words 

from the previous night resonate in my brain.  I’ve never feared death more 
than I did in those moments.  For the first time I consider that someday I 
will experience death.  

“About what?” Sarah asks, re: there’s nothing we can do.  
“Never mind,” I say.  “Hey I forgot something in my locker.  Wait for 

me.”  I leave her by the soccer field, and go into the school.  When I’m 
inside I instantly regret leaving.  Loneliness greets me from the deserted 
hallway, waves to me coolly.  Soledad.  I go to my locker and open it, look 
inside for a few moments, and slam it shut.  

On my way back outside to find Sarah, I see Derek Cantrell and one of 
his buddies moving quickly.  Derek has a bloody nose and holds his head 
as though he’s hurt; neither of them look at me.  The next thing I see sends 
my vocal chords into my ass.  Lyon has Sarah wrapped in a close embrace.  
He sees me and lets go. I turn around and head for the car.  No one says 
anything the whole ride home.  I get so angry that my fists are clenched and 
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I don’t even notice.  Sarah says bye and thanks Lyon when she gets out of 
the car; she says bye to me but I don’t turn.  

“What’s eating you?” Lyon asks.  He has a fat lip.  When he pulls into 
our driveway he adds, “I’m here for you, man. I’m your brother.”  

“You’re a fucking asshole,”  I tell him.  I get out of the car and slam the 
door.  I get a text from Sarah that says: everything ok?  I answer her: leave me 
alone.  

Uncle Booch makes dinner, macaroni and cheese burritos.  Uncle 
Booch turns on a shitty band called Gentle Giant.  It sounds like what 
would happen if they had synthesizers in the middle ages.  I poke at the 
burrito for a second.  

“Can we turn this off?” I ask.  
“What?” Uncle Booch asks.  His teeth look luminous behind his brown 

beard.  
“I asked if we could turn it off,” I repeat.
“Pardon?” 
“Can we turn this motherfucking shit off!” I do not hold back.  Uncle 

Booch drops his fork on his plate.  
“Take it easy, Leroy,” Lyon says. 
“Fuck you, Lyon.” Tears edge my eyes.    
“I didn’t do shit,” Lyon insists.  
“Fuck off,” I say.  “I saw you.”  
He puts it together.  
“That asshole was picking on her, so I punched him in the face.  She 

was upset so I was comforting her.  I’d do the fucking same for you Leroy. 
She’s your friend!”  

“You punched someone?” Uncle Booch asks.  
“Shut the fuck up Booch!”  Lyon yells.  
“Both of you are fucking grounded!”  he yells.  Absurd.  Uncle Booch 

couldn’t ground if it were right beneath his feet.  
“Maybe if you spent a little less time smoking pot, maybe Dad would 
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still be alive,” I say.  Uncle Booch stares at me, moustache covering his lip, 
his chest hair poking out from his shirt.  I push my plate away  “These bur-
ritos were a stupid idea.”  

I always leave that out of the narrative when I think about Dad.  The 
fact that Uncle Booch used to be his rock climbing buddy; that he watched 
my father’s heart stop as blood stranded the sandstone.     

In my room, I don’t cry.  I just try to think.  When that doesn’t work, I 
go to sleep.  In my dream I see Sarah sitting on the top of a mountain.      

4. 
The next morning I wake up early and bike to school.  I leave a note for 

Lyon, telling him not to look for me.  I have trouble paying attention, even 
in Spanish.  I notice that Sarah isn’t at school.  Eventually, I also notice that 
Lyon isn’t at school.  Fucking typical, I think.  Today I am Abel.  I can feel 
God’s wrath thickening like jell-o in the refrigerator.  Stan Kline passes me 
in the hallway after Spanish.  I lock eyes with him 

“You are going to drop the winning pass at the next game,” I say as he 
walks by.  He doesn’t stop but I notice hesitation in his footfalls, his eyes 
widening.  At lunch I eat by myself, I make sure to chew every bite as thor-
oughly as possible.  Hambre.  

I feel a hand on my shoulder.  It’s Mr. Riley, the vice-principal.  He’s 
stout and bald but possesses a benevolent red face.  Except this time he 
looks stern.  Except this time he says there’s a call for me downstairs in the 
office.  His hand doesn’t leave my shoulder the whole time.  The call is from 
Uncle Booch, he says Lyon crashed the Rabbit on the way to school, speed-
ing.  He slid off the road by route 34, smashed into a tree.  I duck out of 
Mr. Riley’s reach and before I plan exactly what I am doing my wheels have 
hit the road and I am pedaling as fast as I can.  I realize that I am Cain.  
The hospital is too far.  Home is too far.  I pass Sarah’s house and kick the 
bike away from me.  The door is unlocked.  

“Mr. Miller!” I shout.  “Ms. Miller!”  The sun cuts through the screen 
door in the kitchen like a hot blade.  The door to the basement is ajar, 
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golden vines are creeping up the stairs.  Each one ends in an orange flower 
with a wide black center.  They smell sweet like almonds and honey.  Miel. 

“Sarah?” I venture.  
“Leroy?” She answers from the basement.  
“Thank God. I’m sorry about yesterday,” my throat locks up.  “Lyon 

got in a wreck, I think he’s hurt real bad.”  
I step down the stairs.  The flowers twitch.  The strange fauna thickens 

as I descend the staircase.  There are leaves, too, big ones. I graze one with 
my fingers, it’s covered in a sticky residue that smells lush and alien.  I call 
for Sarah again.  

“What is this?” I ask.  
“It’s growing out of me,” she says.  
“Make it stop,” I tell her.  
“I can’t.”  
I push through the now dense foliage.  It’s humid and I swear I hear 

bird songs.  I find Sarah in the heart of the jungle. Only her head is visible 
beneath the branches and leaves.  In the center of her belly there is a drool-
ing orifice, something between wood and flesh.  I look away.

“Don’t be embarrassed,” she says.  I look back.  Its edges are pursed 
like lips, it breathes rhythmically, moist with the same dewy substance the 
leaves exude.

“What is that?” I ask.  
“It’s a portal.”  
“Are you going in?” I ask. 
“I am already,” she responds.  I need to be brave.  Valiente.   
“I’m going in.”  I put a trembling hand forward and feel the opening.  

It’s smooth and warm like skin, firm like the trunk of a sapling.  Effort-
lessly, I squeeze through.  For a minute I’m somewhere similar to the inside 
of an asshole, then I’m slipping as though off a gentle slope.  At first it’s 
like going off a slide on a playground, then off a slide at a water park, then 
gravity yanks me as though off a cliff and I feel how my father must’ve felt 
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in his last moments.  Gravity pulls me firmly to the ground and onto a bed 
of pine needles and gravel.  I stand and dust myself off.  I am in a clearing 
surrounded by a dense pine forest.  The flowers are tall, orange with black 
centers.  In the distance I can see milky mountain peaks, gun gray rock 
faces blurred by aerial perspective.  The sky is the color of chocolate milk, 
and it’s snowing sparsely.  I reach my hand out to feel the flakes, they aren’t 
cold.     

“Sarah, where do I go?” My words plume visibly from my mouth, 
ghosts with short life spans.  I lock eyes with the mountain.  Obviously.  
Que obvio.  I’m not sure if that’s right.  I pick one of the flowers and carry it 
with me as I begin my ascent to the summit.  

 5.      
 The branches forming the canopy of the forest intertwine in 

gnarled filigrees that filter what diffused light there is down to a beady 
darkness.  The tree trunks relate to one another indifferently, they mark 
no path.  I hear birds singing.  I catch sight of them arcing between trees 
playfully, flickering motes of red and blue.  My sneakers collect black dirt 
as I place them between roots and shrubs.  I consider climbing a tree to get 
a better idea of where I am but I decide not too.  The trees are too tall.  My 
ears pick up a new signal.  Rushing water.  I go toward the sound and as I 
do I smell something.  Something between a dumpster and a toilet.  When 
I reach the stream the water is dark, and I can see a naked white body up-
stream.  Maybe just half a body.  I try as hard as I can to breathe through 
my mouth as I approach it; the stench is such that I can taste it on the cor-
ners of my tongue.  The body has no legs.  Cut off above the hips, the poor 
bastard’s entrails spill out like a slimy sea snake.  I nudge it and it responds, 
heaving itself onto its back and looks up at me with eyes that lack pupils.    

“Dad?” I ask.  He squints at me. 
“Hey son,” he says.  “The fuck happened to you?” His exposed bowels 

glisten mutely. I think maybe I can see them steam a little.
“I’m okay.  How are you?” 
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“I don’t want to bore you with my whining,” he winks at me.  “What 
are you doing here?”

“I just sort of fell in,” I say.  Dad flinches.  Fuck, I think, try to be a 
little more sensitive.  

“I wish you were here,” I add.
“I am here.”  
“I mean really.”  
“What’s the point?” Dad asks.  “I guess it depends on whether or not 

you believe I was destined to die.  Or if you believe it was one of the uni-
verse’s random events.”  I try to say something but he interrupts me.  

“In my opinion, random rules.  In another universe that experienced 
different outcomes, maybe I survived.  Just bad luck, son.”  

“What’s it like to die?” I ask.  He doesn’t answer, there’s no movement 
from his body.  I hold my breath and carry on.  

The sun begins to come out. I see laser-thin beams of it blasting 
through the canopy.  After several minutes of labored walking I finally 
breach the tree line and enter onto jagged terraces of tundra and stones.  
Clicking mountain bugs jump from weed to weed, rock to rock.  They look 
at me with compound eyes.  I hear a single voice. Female.  I recognize it 
right away: the frequency is programmed into my chromosomes.  

She’s sitting on a rock with her feet dangling into a little pond.  The 
weeds around her bend in a wind that I do not feel.  She’s holding a baby to 
her breast.  

“Is that me?” I ask her.  She shakes her head.  It’s Lyon.  “Is he hurt?” 
 She shrugs and rocks Lyon gently.  She sings silently to him.  I 

recognize the song, a lullaby version of Queen’s “Don’t Stop Me Now”.  
“Mom?  How do I get out of here?”  
“The same way you came in,” she answers.  “Through her shadow.”  
I look up at the peak.  It’s not far.  With hesitant steps I start toward it.  
Eat the flower,” Mom calls after me.  I look at it in my hands.  It 

doesn’t smell very appetizing.  I keep trekking.  The air thins and the clouds 
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build massive towers and tenements that stretch across the entire horizon.  I 
wonder about altitude sickness and I look up at the sun.  It seems so close I 
can feel its flames.  

Sarah is sitting at the mountain’s peak.  Her legs are crossed and her 
palms upturned, the lotus position.  

“Sarah, where are we?” I sit down beside her.  
“So it swallowed you, too.” 
“Where are we?” 
“This is my planet.  I’m going to ride it into the sun.”  She says it 

frankly; it’s no big deal. She’s made up her mind.   
“Sarah.  Lyon’s hurt, we need to go see him—”
“We can annihilate ourselves together, Leroy.” She places her hand in 

mine.  “We can believe in nothing.”  The clouds around us are fussy; light-
ning splatters across them, high and clean.  This is Sarah’s wilderness, her 
national park.  

“I’m sorry,” I tell her.  
“For what?” 
“For being mean.  For not helping you.  I’m not a very good friend.”  I 

want to say more, but my brain is constipated.  
“I don’t like your brother,” she says. 
“I know.  I just—” I hesitate.  “Eat this flower.”  
“Okay,” she takes a bite of it.  So do I.  It tastes wild like fur and tree 

bark.  I take her hand and lead her into her shadow.  
 6.
 We plunge into bible-black darkness, a fractal of nothing horizons.  

I hold fast to Sarah’s hand. I do not let go.  Suddenly I can see snow globe 
style motes falling all around us, like the contents of a room blasted to 
shreds and tumbling through the night.  They gather and congeal.  Sarah is 
yanked violently away from me with such force that my eyes close.  When 
I open them again, I am on my feet and in a cold, well-lit hallway.  The 
fluorescent bulbs shine with the faintest flicker above white walls and tiles.  

John Thornburg



104

Nurses move busily from room to room.  I can see Sarah sitting on a bench 
a distance from me.  Her eyes are bordered with red and wet.  Her arm is 
bandaged.  She looks at me as I approach, my sneakers still covered in black 
dirt, my forehead still glistening with salt and sweat and dust.  I can’t tell if 
her look is knowing or not. She bites her lip.  

“Are you okay?” I ask.  She nods.  “How is Lyon?”  Her body quakes at 
the question.  She gives me something between a headshake and a shrug, 
she stands and buries her face in my chest.  I wrap her in an embrace that 
lasts a few minutes, rocking her softly.  We sit together and I see Uncle 
Booch approaching with a cup of coffee.  He sits next to me. 

“He’s busted to hell,” he says.  “But the doctors say he’ll pull through.”  
I breathe a sigh of relief.  Later I find out: three broken ribs, a collapsed 
lung, a shattered collarbone and a concussion.  

When we get home Uncle Booch and I sit at the dinner table.  He 
lights a candle for Lyon and we eat ramen sans hotdogs in reverent silence.

“We should pray for him,” he says.  I nod and we join hands over the 
table.  He turns off the music, the John Renbourn.  (The middle ages with-
out synthesizers).  

“God,” he starts.  “Thank you for not taking Lyon from us and we hope 
you can guide him to a speedy recovery.  You know, Lyon’s done a better 
job of taking care of this family than I have.”  He’s says this more to me 
than he does to God.  

“Mary, Bill, if you’re up there, please forgive me.  You trusted me with 
this task and I can’t help but feel like I’ve let you down.”  

Los padres. 
“Uncle Booch?” I venture.  He opens his eyes.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t 

blame you…for Dad.”  
He smiles and sniffs, too much of a mountain man to cry.  
I return to school on Friday.  Uncle Booch says he doesn’t care if I skip 

again, but I have a Spanish test that I shouldn’t miss.  Sarah’s there too.  I 
still can’t tell whether or not she remembers our encounter in the wilder-
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ness.  
“Do you want to go to the game with me tonight?” she asks.  Suddenly 

I remember Stan Kline.  My trials are not over.  More than anything I want 
to say no, I want to slow down time so that the game never happens, so I 
don’t have to know that my prediction is correct.  

“Sure,” I tell her.  “I have to go to gym.”  El gimnasio.  
In the locker room I find the usual bullshit and also literal shit.  Derek 

Cantrell is picking on Steve McCloud again.  Harassing him as he puts his 
clothes in his locker.  Calling him gay, calling him a little girl, saying that 
he fucked his mom.  In a lightning flash, Steve winds up and forces his fist 
squarely into Derek’s nose, laying him out on the locker room floor.  He 
turns back to what he’s doing like it’s nothing.  The whole locker room is 
stunned into silence.    

“Yeah Steve!” I yell.  The denizens of the locker room all cheer and 
howl with me.  Steve turns and I can see a smile hidden in the facets of his 
stoic expression.  I high-five him, ignoring Derek’s groaning.  For the rest of 
the school day I am in good spirits, until the bell rings and it’s time for the 
game. Futbol Americano.  

Sarah and I sit hand in hand on the bleachers, just behind the loud 
cheering section.  The universe is forming on the astroturf.  Red and yellow 
particles mash with blue and white ones, repelling and attracting each other 
in sweeps and arcs.  The do-si-do of creation.  We score a touchdown in the 
first quarter. Cheering erupts as some player I can’t identify runs with his 
arms outstretched in victory.  I lean and whisper to Sarah that it doesn’t 
matter, we’re still going to lose.  The other team scores in the second quarter 
and during halftime a booming voice asks everyone to keep Lyon in their 
thoughts, that he’s been injured in a car accident.  Sarah squeezes my hand.  
The other team scores again almost right away, but the kicker misses the 
extra point.  His coach yells words that are almost tangible with saliva.  I 
tell Sarah something about coaches and expectorating.  She laughs.  I hold 
my breath for nearly the whole fourth quarter.  The coach calls a time out 
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and I know exactly what he’s going to say, I see him miming the pass with 
his hands. I see Stan looking at the crowd until his eyes graze over me.  The 
coach claps his hands and everyone runs onto the field.  They are lined up 
for what seems like an eternity, like an old photograph depicting an ancient 
sport ritual.  I hear indistinct shouting and the players snap into motion, 
Stan’s running and the ball is airborne.  He’s going to drop it.  Perdido.  

But he doesn’t. Stan runs into the end zone, the game is over, we win.  
The stands explode.  Sarah and I sit quietly amongst the din of victory.  
Maybe what I told him motivated him.  Maybe I changed the outcome of 
the game.  Don’t be ridiculous. 

“This is my planet,” I say.  I will ride it into the sun.                           
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Elise Ivey
Mike Sauve

A message from Elise Ivey assaulted my inbox, and then the peace in 
my life: “I know you ‘ve always had a crush on me. I’m moving to Toronto.   
We should hang out.”

Cute enough in those high school football game nights, Elise had now 
evolved into something altogether tragic in magnitude: long legs and eye-
lashes, brown skin everywhere, prominent features in perfect proportion, 
the whole deal. We were from a town in northern Ontario where the girls 
are always French or Italian and beautiful. Elise had that darkness of Italy, 
that Sault Ste. Marie angel face.

We had never spoken in the real world. She must have remembered me 
as an acquaintance of her close friend Rejeanne Aubert, whose desirable 
photos I had examined with zeal during the early days of social networking. 
Elise Ivey could be seen in the background, looking prettier with each pass-
ing semester. I would have forgotten her otherwise, but somehow the media 
of her took root in the depths of my subconscious. Some call it Facebook, I 
name it—the work of Belial: the ugly spirit.

The fantasy’s most unlikely permutations were considered for about the 
length of a sitcom, but even Elise Ivey thrills recede, so I dragged myself off 
the couch, opened a beer, and messaged about twenty-five girls on Plenty 
of Fish, a popular dating site. Most were dark, in their early twenties, and 
from the suburbs, because girls are very bored there. I had this terrible stock 
joke that went, “I declined an invitation to attend a rodeo this weekend, 
perhaps a mistake...”

It was necessary to offer some zany “randomness”. Most of these girls 
desperately covet something they call “random”—a word encompassing all 
that they potentially find amusing. In reality, I didn’t feel the least bit zany. 
I felt what the killer Gary Gilmore had once called “the oldness”. It was 
sad, not yet 10am, and already feeling like the cold-blooded murderer Gary 
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Gilmore.
Fortunately, outside the halfway house visible from my bedroom win-

dow the day’s first screaming fight promised a violent distraction. I sat on 
the bed to watch. My neighbourhood was labeled “at-risk,” but the personal 
risks were minimal if you kept your head down or watched from your 
window.

“I’m trying to make money to pay money,” a toothless old man begged 
a thick Latino guy. The old man carefully placed his ball cap and glasses 
on a garbage can, got down on one knee, and pounded the garbage can lid 
in agony. His glasses bounced high into the air, yet by some grace landed 
safely on top of the can each time.

“Everybody’s pushing me, do you get that?” He transitioned from rage 
to sorrow, calmed down and explained his whole operation in a quiet voice 
until I could no longer hear.

The old man’s trouble might have stemmed from a flood of new heroin 
pushers who’d appeared in the last few months. Outside the methadone 
clinic (visible from my living room window) I often saw him darting 
between the skeletons, making small, desperate deals. Sometimes he’d be 
counting out nickels and quarters in his shaky hand. He seemed approach-
able. My curiosity extended back to when I had first read Junkie as an 
11-year-old, so I tried to think healthier thoughts involving Elise Ivey. An 
impulsive message was composed:

“Hey Elise, so nice to hear from you! I always notice your status updates, 
they’re very amusing. I saw you went to a Bob Dylan concert once. I was going 
to comment but I didn’t want to seem like a weirdo. How did you know I have 
a crush on you? Are you inside my head or something? I think you probably 
have a crush on me and are just projecting. ;)  When are you moving down?”

My wife came home after 7pm and we deep-fried chicken, creating a 
terrible, wall-coating stink. She lamented the complex intricacies of her job 
and the various psychological offenses that had been committed against 
her. As her career quickly advanced she was increasingly overwhelmed by 
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stress. I had it relatively easy, enjoying a summer of unemployment benefits, 
and felt obligated to listen, but her venting sounded bitter and malevolent, 
too much like the real world.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but it sounds like you’re full of hate,” I 
said cautiously.

 “I’m not full of hate, you just don’t know how to listen!” she nearly 
screamed. 

“N a h , I k now  h ate  w hen  I hea r it .”                                   
Vibrating beneath the television current that night was the thought of Elise 
Ivey and the magic she might bring. Amy flipped through a catalogue like 
it was entertainment, then said, “I want to go to this bike and wine tour.”

“That sounds terrible.” 
“You are so uncultured.”
“No I have taste, thus, my well-considered position! What are you 

anyway some wine expert, you used to drink carbonated wine that came 
in a 2-litre plastic bottle—that’s what’s so offensive, this yuppie posturing. 
.because it’s presented to you on TV, or in these ‘advotainments’ you so 
willingly consume!”

“You don’t have to be a wine expert to enjoy a nice experience like 
that.” 

“No, you can also be a poseur.”
The moment she went to the bathroom I rushed over to Facebook like 

a desperate man. One scrambles from the dank pit of the oldness, acts 
lustful, hedonistic, savage, all in vain. Prescience often takes over in these 
moments, and my certainty was warranted, a message from Elise Ivey 
waited. “Oh my God, that Bob Dylan concert was amazing. I’m so glad I got 
to see him before he died. I’m moving in on the weekend, why don’t we go for 
lunch on Monday?”

Was Bob Dylan dead?
My lethargy disappeared and I felt like dancing. Instead I put on 

“Bringing It All Back Home” and did a comical duck-walk, bobbing my 
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knees the way Bob Dylan does when he’s enjoying himself in concert. I had 
forgotten how to dance and now favoured the duck-walk. I wondered how 
acceptable this might be with Elise and friends in the sweaty nightclub of 
my hopes.

Amy came out of the bathroom, frowned at the loud music, and said, 
“The guy upstairs is going to be upset.”

“What guy, there is no guy.. .this fictional upstairs enemy of mine 
who you identify with? You don’t even know the guy upstairs, the old guy 
moved out.”

“Because you played the music too loud. He had cancer.”
“So, he’s out of our hair now. You just want me to be more like you. 

Maybe someone out there would like to listen to music loud, with some 
enthusiasm, without having it all burnt to shit by your insipid hand-
wringing?”

The next morning began with a dry mouth and an undirected hatred. 
A persistent tickle at the back of my throat raised fears of esophageal cancer. 
Elise Ivey came to mind and the guilt set in. I noticed a baby picture of my 
wife—all wide-eyed innocence, a galling fountain of indisputable goodness 
on this seedy hangover morn. In our finest times together that same 
innocence and purity shone beneath her pouty exterior like a radiant jewel. 
I used to marvel at the distinctive beauty of her downturned lips and big 
sad eyes. But sadly, I got used to being frowned at, and now there is Elise 
Ivey or some kind of trouble every day.

My penitence was a microwaved Hungryman dinner, heavily salted. I 
forced myself to walk it off in the park. Two ex-cons sat on a bench twisting 
up some saran wrap. What form did heroin come in these days? Powder 
would be easier for the new initiate or the man-on-the-go to snort. Black tar 
heroin wasn’t likely still in fashion or available, but this confusion prevented 
me from inquiring with the ex-cons. You can’t reveal any ignorance with 
these people or they’ll skin you alive.

On the Facebook newsfeed, Elise Ivey: “Moving to Toronto, so excited, 
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can’t wait to see you xoxoxox. Lol Lol. “ The gummy, broken-down 
bum wept that morning. The money he’d promised must not have 
materialized. The Latino, understanding the day before, now shouted the 
old man down and ripped at his shirt. The sad old guy fell to his knees, 
helpless, and the confrontation fizzled out.

I had a desperate retching cough. It was the internal organs’ lament. I 
considered switching to vodka and watering down the bottle. I’d heard on 
“Charlie Rose” that the act of pouring the drink released the dopamine, not 
the actual consumption. Similarly, it was the messaging of Elise Ivey, the 
waiting on her messages, that I was truly addicted to; the hope of her brown 
flesh, not the flesh itself.

Her very photogenic Facebook content was difficult to resist. Over 700 
photos spoke mostly of heart-searing beauty. A few were saved in a folder 
called “Muddy Waters” in case she deleted me later. I looked at the photos 
of her gorgeous friends for the first time in a while. I used to look at them 
quite regularly.

Something caught my attention. Rejeanne had a collage of profile 
pictures, titled “Top Ten Profile Creepers.” I was ranked second. Most 
of the fellow creepers were among her closest friends. Had Elise noticed 
this serious indictment upon me? How I loathed that algorithm! I had not 
been aware of these functions when I hungrily viewed and sometimes saved 
Rejeanne’s photos. Lo, this digital age would be the death of me yet.

Some muscle relaxants called my name from the kitchen cupboard, so I 
took a couple. I drank a beer and then opened another one. I poured myself 
a whiskey. I started writing a poem:

Where are tonight Rejeanne Aubert--?
We danced once:
Hight school dance you pressed against me
pushup bra, and dimples
you were very short.
Now I stand convicted among your top profile creeps
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--Explain these years of longing?
These angry morning
These nights waiting
hese ten million estimated Facebook logins
Hoping for a message, not from you,
But from yesterday,
Saying ‘come home’
like the old Negro spiritual.
It was pretty bad stuff, particularly the laughable yesterday business, 

but I wouldn’t face it in the cold light of sobriety for weeks yet, so I 
remained convinced of its essential truth. A distinct schema of Elise/
Rejeanne kept unraveling through the booze-dulled circuitry of my mind. 
I tried to shake free of these girls with adult, practical concerns. It was no 
use. A memory is far more insidious than the worst profile creep.

I’d had real girlfriends from that period, whose profiles would have 
been more appropriate to creep, yet it was Rejeanne I wanted, not her 
current incarnation, but some old version of her that only existed in those 
pictures. Things were fucked. “People are crazy and times are strange,” the 
poet laureate of rock and roll said that. Elise came on Facebook messenger.

Elise: Hey what’sup?
Nick: Elise! How’s it going?
Elise: Good, just getting my shit together for the big move.
Nick:  You are so pretty.
Elise: LOL that’s weird.
Nick: I like to catch people off guard with compliments.
Elise: LOL well thanks.
Nick: Why did you message me?  We haven’t spoken in years.
Elise: I don’t know! Something about your Facebook profile. 
And your picture would always show up in that little box on my 
page, something about it kept you in my mind I guess you ‘d say. I 
read some of your articles you posted.
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Nick: That’s the only reason I write anymore.  The ego boost when I 
have a link for the Facebook newsfeed.
Elise: Haha you don’t get paid?
Nick: If I had to live off what I make writing I’d be lining up in the   
bread lines.
Elise:  What’s a bread line?
Nick: A food bank.
Elise: LOL LOL I’m sure it’s not that bad.
Nick: How is Rejeanne?
Elise: That’s weird you ask.
Nick: No it isn’t, I just remembered you were friends
when I have a link for the Facebook newsfeed.
Elise: Haha you don’t get paid?
Nick: If I had to live off what I make writing I’d be lining up 
in the bread lines.
Elise:  What’s a bread line?
Nick: A food bank.
Elise: LOL LOL I’m sure it’s not that bad.
Nick: How is Rejeanne?
Elise: That’s weird you ask.
Nick: No it isn’t, I just remembered you were friends.
[Long delay]
Nick: I don’t know any of your other friends. 
Elise: Oh no? She’s alright. She’s here right now. She says Hi.
Nick: Hi Rejeanne. 
Elise:  We’re sad because I’m leaving her 
tomorrow.
Nick: That is sad, though not as sad as a one-eyed dog.  There’s 
this one-eyed dog I always see. I call him old one-eye.
Elise: Lol, what are you talking about?
Nick: Nothing.
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Elise: OK well we’re going out. I’ll message you once I’m 
settled in Toronto.
Nick: If tomorrow wasn’t such a long time, then lonesome 
wouldn’t mean nothing to me at all.
Elise:  What?
Nick: Bob Dylan lyric.
She was offline. My mind tried to fill in the blanks of the unknown 

Elise Ivey corporeality— potential arms, the probability of her soft-hair...
This madness was hard to replace with the TV, so I went to the strip 

club and told the strippers all about these visions of Elise. Strippers (1) 
listen better than any kind of therapist; they’re just running a different type 
of con, and (2) sometimes look, smell or feel like the girl that would drive 
you to a therapist in the first place. Modern mind-medicine boasts no easy 
answers when it comes to acute carnal-memory disorder—the only effective 
therapy remains tactile.

The next morning I did some pushups and jogged around the park. 
An asthmatic, I ran out of breath in under forty seconds. I looked around 
at all the losers in the park and considered how much better off I was with 
the fantasy of Elise Ivey in my life. These bums, these morbidly obese, these 
infirmed and scooter-bound: what would they give for the dream of her?

I felt like boasting. My friend Lyndon was house-bound due to extreme 
social anxiety, and in this condition, an excellent MSN buddy. Thoughtful, 
well-read, and passionate about culture, he was a nice counterpoint to the 
LOL’ing and vapid dating site girls who populated my MSN list in place of 
actual friends.

After discussing Benoit Duteurtre (his favourite) for about ten minutes, 
then sending a series of William S. Burroughs Youtube clips back and forth, 
I said to Lyndon:

Nick: Elise Ivey! (I sent her Facebook profile. Not being her        
“friend,” he could see only 80-odd profile pictures, not all 700.   
This was enough to convey her beauty.)
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Lyndon: Oh wow. I thought all this was behind you.
Nick: She came to me in a dream.
Lyndon:  You seem to have the same dreams all the time.
Nick: It’s true. Always about people I used to know, but only 
the ones I have on Facebook.
Lyndon: I dream about people I don’t know, but they seem 
real.
Nick: Me it’s always the same bunch of jerks.  Then Elise Ivey 
messaged me in real life and now everything is much better. 
Just look at her!
Lyndon: There is a certain sense of innocent romance. How 
old is she?
Nick: 23 or some perfect age, I don’t know, just finishing 
University, filled with enthusiasm for nights at the familiar bar. 
There are plenty of strapping young men in her photos. I’m not 
that strapping these days. Maybe I will wear a baggy shirt.  
Give me a kind o/urban edge. [A long pause] Oh to... (you 
know the rest)
Lyndon:  Yes, I do. So why do it? It will just be another 
idealized fiction to remember. To paraphrase your poet laureate 
of rock and roll, ‘it’s not you she’s looking for.’
Nick: I want to have things to remember.
Lyndon: Hasn’tyour cache of carefully cultivated memories 
completely crippled you?
Nick:  Yes it has. That’s quite an alliterative sentence by the 
way ...in an amateurish way... Anyhow, my hope is to lure her 
into being my friend.  Then convince her to love me, or 
somehow seduce her, then who knows.
Lyndon: This shoddy plan of yours would lead to a great deal 
of suffering. Probably a year’s worth on your part alone. This 
was how long you mourned Daniela, and only half the time 
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you spent eulogizing Christine, the anti-depressed beauty 
queen, who was just 18.
Nick: So it’s a rhyme-off you want? Fine: Christine gave me 
something to think about, something to drink about.  That 
could be a hit country song in today’s climate of poor song-
writing.
Lyndon:  What had you been thinking about before Elise 
Ivey?
Nick: I’d been writing that hard sci-fi novel at a torrid pace. 
I just paraphrase Quantum Physics for Beginners and that 
editor goes nuts for it.
Lyndon: Isn’t that better than writing me 3,000 word emails 
about some new Daniela, which, frankly, I don’t enjoy reading.
Nick:  You’ve been a good friend.  The basic idea is that I’m 
going to do it, throw caution to the wind and hope for the 
absolute best.
Lyndon: That’s admirable. But always with the throwing 
caution to the wind? Can’t caution be left in place for once, not 
hurled into this wind?
Nick: I have to hurl something into the wind. 
Lyndon:  Why caution?
Nick: Caution is like a giant blockade—no wind gets in. 
Lyndon: Are you drinking port wine again?
Nick: Thank God, no. Beer only. I find I don’t get drunk. Just 
tired and stupid. I am about 30,000 times smarter in the 
morning. Just a driveling idiot by evening. But more poignant. 
How’s that for irony? Oh well, these Quantum page-turners 
don’t require poignancy, just paraphrasing.
Lyndon:  What would you be sober?
Nick: Bored. Unless in the brown arms of Elise Ivey, then—
content.
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Lyndon:  You should write her an ode.
Nick: I have several odes in the works. Do you have any 
stomach-tightening workout advice? I feel like a fool doing 
crunches.
Lyndon: Squats. 
Nick: I don’t think that’s right. I’m going back to the classic 
situp. Lates.
The weekend passed without incident. Watching “Sunday 

Night Baseball”, bored, a message from Elise came:
Elise: Hey, finally finished unpacking! Can’t wait to see you.  
Why don’t we meet at The Drake Hotel around Noon? It’s 
right near my new place, xoxoxo
I looked rough that morning, and The Drake was a classy 

joint, so I wore a sport coat. None of the muscle men in her 
pictures seemed like the tweed type, and here I sensed a small but 
necessary advantage. It was warm and I began to sweat. I arrived 
first, went to the bathroom and rinsed the sweat off my face with 
cold water, then dried it with one-ply toilet paper that shredded up 
all over my face. I had a terrible time scraping all the shreds off.

It was 12:18pm when she sashayed up the sidewalk with 
the put-on theatricality of a major film and television star. I just 
managed to open the door for her. She gave me a sisterly hug and 
sat down in her summer dress and large white sunglasses. She 
took her sunglasses off and looked out the window, distracted. She 
asked the waiter for water. I also wanted water, but someone had 
to order something, so I ordered Perrier to look classy. She fidgeted 
and started texting someone—texting, the scourge of modern 
society. She wasn’t looking at me. Then she seemed to pick up on 
something; she turned into something else, elfin, a practical joker, 
a lively child, everything I wanted.

“So you want to know why I messaged you in the first place? 
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Okay... we noticed your profile was always popping up on our 
pages. First, none of us could remember who you were. Then you 
showed up on Rejeanne’s Stalker List and it seemed hilarious. Then 
Celia had saved this weird message you sent her. Like, ‘Who is this 
guy?’

“So we have this friend in computer science who designed a 
program that could monitor everything a person did while he was 
on your profile. You were on ours for so long Nick. It became a 
running joke. The program also told us what functions you were 
using. The ‘Save-As’ function came up all the time while you were 
looking at our pictures. Some of the girls were kind of freaked 
out. They thought maybe they could call the police on you or 
something. But it wasn’t breaking any laws. We took down a lot of 
our beach photos after that.”

I interrupted, stammering: “First I’d like to say, the amount 
of time could be attributed to instances I left my computer on 
then went to work. The ‘Save-As’ was part of an art project I was 
working on. You can take comfort knowing it wasn’t just pictures 
of your friends, like some obsession. It was a broad tapestry. Not a 
tapestry of broads, a full tapestry...”

“Art project huh?” 
“Well, it informed my art.” 
“What kind of art do you make?” 
“Quantum thrillers.”
“Interesting. But look, after we took down the bikini and 

cleavage photos we talked about it. We knew when we started 
our jobs we couldn’t have those photos up. So we said, ‘Who 
cares, now’s the time to have fun, right?’ So we came up with a 
competition, whoever could get the most pics saved by you would 
be called ‘Slut of the Year.’ It was this huge joke. So we’d take all 
these pictures with our boobs pushed up when we were drunk. 
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Then they’d show up in the newsfeed and we’d all laugh. It was 
funny because none of the boys our age bothered to download 
them. You were our biggest fan. So when we weren’t getting any 
attention we’d joke about calling you up.”

“It’s so disturbing you were viewing me this way. Something is 
wrong with you people,” I said.

“It was more disturbing you were viewing us that way, that 
often, that intensely. You’re lucky we could laugh about it.”

“But you’re laughing at me.”
“That’s right we are. Because it’s so creepy. Sometimes as a joke 

we’d look at your profile and play that song ‘I’ll Be Watching You’ 
by The Police.”

“It’s called ‘Every Breath You Take.’”
“Anyways.. .so one of our last nights we were going to take all 

the slutty photos down and we started thinking we were going to 
miss you. We wanted to give you a good send-off.”

Rejeanne’s pretty face in the foyer made it all clear. Celia (who 
I’d once sent an ill-advised message to, filled with admiration and 
reverie at 4 am) and several recognizable friends followed her into 
the bar wearing bikinis and familiar Halloween costumes. Some 
of those pictures I’d downloaded two or three times. They were 
already quite drunk and laughing hysterically. I stood up. “You’ll 
excuse me.” I made no effort to pay for my Perrier.

I walked home shaking my head the whole way. I saw the old 
man from next door on the bench in the park, his weary head in 
his hands. “Hey man, if I offer you a $20 fee will you help me to 
get $40 worth of heroin?”

“Get the fuck out of here,” he said.
At home I deleted my Facebook account. I didn’t part with the 

Muddy Waters folder. I still wanted to wade in that murky swamp, 
to remember them with a vengeance.
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I tried to compose an email to Lyndon that would defend my 
position— “Secondary experience has value. A bootleg from Bob Dylan’s 
1975 Rolling Thunder Review holds real power for me. Other people may need 
to be present, but my imagination gets by with a facsimile. Pictures that held 
Elise’s potential magic were waiting at a web address, nourishing as whatever 
fiction I could impose on them”—but it didn’t convince even me. It was only 
adolescent desire I wanted to feel again.

This illusion of social media, Elise Ivey, existed only as a Facebook 
ghost once, so none of it would have mattered without my continued focus. 
Moral and spiritual weakness made me the ideal victim for these dark, 
absentee forces. She became real only as some karmic manifestation of 
horror I had coming. I didn’t even care to recover. A fantasy is like an apple, 
take a bite out of one and soon it will rot.
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has never been published anywhere else before, but that doesn’t make it any 
less pretentious.  

Robert Marshall’s novel, A Separate Reality, was published by Carroll 
and Graf in 2006 and was nominated for a Lambda Book Award.  His 
investigative feature, The Dark Legacy of Carlos Castaneda, was chosen 
for Best of Salon, 2007.  His work has appeared in Event, Blithe House 
Quarterly, Euphony, KGBbar.com and in the anthologies Afterwords and 
Queer 13. He is a recipient of fellowships from the New York Foundation 
for the Arts, MacDowell, Yaddo, the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts 
and Ragdale.  A visual artist as well as a writer, his work has been exhibited 
widely throughout the United States and Europe.  His web site is www.
robertmarshall.net.  He lives in New York City.

Alison Polivka is a freshman creative writing and history major. She drinks 
more tea than she does coffee, which is saying something, and owns too 
many scarves.

Kate Ristow holds an MFA from the University of Montana. Currently she 
lives and teaches in Ketchum, Idaho. 

Mike Sauve has written non-fiction for The National Post, The Toronto 
International Film Festival Group, Exclaim Magazine and other 
publications. His online fiction has appeared everywhere from Feathertale, 
Frost Writing, and Rivets to university journals of renown. Stories have also 
appeared in print in M-Brane, Black and White Journal, Palimpsest 2010, 
and elsewhere.

Samuel Forrest Schrader is, barring complete scholastic collapse, about to 
graduate from Coe College, having double majored in history and creative 
writing. He lives in New York City. 

Marvin Shackelford holds an MFA in fiction writing from the University 
of Montana. His work has appeared or is forthcoming in journals such as 
Confrontation, Cimarron Review, Beloit Fiction Journal, Yemassee, Southern 
Poetry Review, and Quarterly West. He lives in the Texas Panhandle and 



earns a living in agriculture.

Laura Simmons is a freshman at Coe College and the managing editor for the 
Coe Review this year. She enjoys long walks on the beach and eating ice cream.

Sally Stark is a junior English and creative writing major at Coe College. Her 
experience working on the Coe Review Staff has been excellent, while her near-
sightedness has grown worse from reading so much. She’d say it’s a fair trade.

John Thornburg is a senior psychology and creative writing major at Coe 
College.  He is originally from Longmont, Colorado where he works full time 
at the YMCA.  Also, he thinks pizza is the best food.

Ariana Uding is a first year at Coe College originally from Chicago. She has 
worked on all three of Coe’s literary magazines and has had way too much 
coffee this year. She will be working in the gardening section of Home Depot 
this summer for Hampshire Farms. Hopefully she’ll write something too.

Dennis Vannatta has published stories in many magazines and anthologies, 
including Chariton Review, Boulevard, Antioch Review, and Pushcart XV, and 
three collections:  This Time, This Place and Prayers for the Dead, both by White 
Pine Press, and Lives of the Artists by Livingston Press. 

Emily Weber is a sophomore English and history major. She enjoys working on 
literary magazines, eating blueberry pancakes, and reading library books.

C. Rochelle Weidner’s works have appeared in Crime and Suspense, Snakeskin, 
2River View, Abbey Hill Literary, and the upcoming RiverSedge. She currently 
resides in Oahu, Hawaii with her husband. She is a member of Sisters in Crime 
and Mystery Writers of America.

Gretchen Yell is a first-year at Coe College and comes from Grand Rapids, 
Minnesota. She enjoys writing an assortment of genres in her free time.
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