
Gandy Dancer
A student-led literary magazine of the State University of New York

Volume 2 Issue 1 | Fall 2013



Gandy Dancer is published biannually in the spring and fall by the State University of New 
York College at Geneseo. Issues of Gandy Dancer are freely available for view or download from 
gandydancer.org, and print copies are available for purchase. Special thanks to the College at 
Geneseo’s Department of English and Milne Library for their support oofn this publication.

issn: 2326-439X

isbn (this issue): 978-149424924-3

We publish writing and visual art by current students and alums of the State University of New 
York (SUNY) campuses only.

We use Open Journal Systems (OJS), a free and open-source journal management system to 
manage author submissions and the editorial process. Prospective authors must first create 
a user account (registering as an author) at gandydancer.org. Please use your SUNY email 
address for your user account and all correspondence.

Our Post Script section features work by SUNY alums. We welcome nominations from faculty 
and students as well as direct submissions from alums. Faculty can email Rachel Hall, at hall@
geneseo.edu with the name and email address for the alum they wish to nominate, and alums 
can submit through our website. Both nominations and direct submissions should indicate 
which SUNY the writer attended, provide a graduation date and the name and email of a 
faculty member we can contact for confirmation.

Fiction: We accept submissions up to 25 pages. Stories must be double-spaced. We are 
unlikely to accept genre or fan fiction, though stranger things have happened …

Creative Nonfiction: We accept submissions up to 25 pages. Essays must be double-
spaced.

Poetry: Three to five poems equals one submission. Poems must be submitted individually. 
Format as you would like to see them in print. Our text columns are generally 4.5 inches 
wide, at 11pt.

Drama: We accept submissions of one act plays, monologues, scenes, and screenplays up 
to 25 pages.

Visual Art: We accept submissions of art—especially photos, drawings, and paintings— 
in most popular file formats, such as jpeg, tiff, and pdf. Each submitted image should 
ideally be at least 4,000 pixels on its longest side. Art work is generally published in color 
in our electronic journal, however it may appear as gray-scale in our print publication. 
Please include work titles in your submissions!

Please visit us at www.gandydancer.org, or by scanning the qr code below. 
Questions or comments? Send us an email at gandydancer@geneseo.edu



 Faculty Advisor Rachel Hall

 Founding Editors Emily Webb, Samantha Hochheimer, 
Emily Withers, Stephon Lawrence, 
Megan Nolan, D’Arcy Hearn, Jim 
Ryan, Megan Cicolello, Andrea 
Springer, Bibi Lewis, Jennie 
Conway, Suraj Uttamchandani

 Managing Editors Andrea Springer & Emily Withers

 Fiction Editor Andrea Springer

 Creative Nonfiction Editor Gabrielle Campanella

 Poetry Editor Margaret Craft

 Art Editor Gabrielle Campanella

 Assitant Art Editors Chrissy Montelli, Ling Too

 Fiction Readers Stephanie McDermott, Cassandra 
Nicol, Amelia Spade

 Creative Nonfiction Readers Julia Andalora, Victoria DuBon, 
Sarah Lawson, Ling Too

 Poetry Readers Sarah Corcoran, Chrissy Montelli

 Special thanks to Milne Library, Steve Almond, Allison 
Brown, Joe Easterly, Michele 
Feeley, Corey Ha, Leah Root 



Table of Contents
FICTION

Dean Tripp   Leaving Adak 5 
Jim Ryan   How to Walk in the Dark 19 
Emily Drew   Watch the Ash Soar 28
Ethan Keeley   Half 36
Christina Mortellaro   Chipped Polish and Hidden Cigarettes 58
Pam Howe   The Truth Chair 66

POETRY

Craig Shay   Between Seven and Eleven; Water Bones 16; 17
Amy E. Bishop   Natural Disaster on the Right Side 18
Trisha A. Farco   Vanishing Point 34
Nadia Mulvihill   Gaze 35
Dean Tripp   The Poet Imagines Himself Leaving Home; Absolution 46; 47
Lucia LoTempio   The Heart as an Autoclave;  64

Rolodexed Apologies for My Ex-Girlfriends 65

CREATIVE NON-FICTION

Kirsten Freiman   The Red Piggy Bank 14 
Michelle Jiang   The Final Decision 30
Sarah Christ   Every Season Starts at Dick’s 48

BOOK REVIEW

Andrea Springer   God Bless America: Book Review 78

INTERVIEW

Andrea Springer   Writing Toward Mercy: An Interview with Steve Almond 80

ARTWORK

Kevin Bertolero   Mount Washington 13 
Jodi Bentivegna   Kitsune #2 29
Timothy Alden Burger   Pre 45 
Lexi Hannah   Ponte Vecchio 57
Astrid Caratzas   Ink Dipped; Lilac; Alan’s Big Girl 84

POST SCRIPT

Rachel Svenson   Continents 92

Cover photo: Visbek, Germany — Lena Freed



5

DEAN TRIPP

Leaving Adak
“The glacier was God’s great plough set at work ages ago

to grind, furrow, and knead over, as it were, the surface of the earth.”
—Louis Agassiz

January 1996
My mother leered at us, my sister and me, over her Bible. She looked like a 
Welsh shepherd. Her face was reddened by the unseasonably dry January air; 
her brown eyes were scrupulous. She had Irish copper hair and pale, soft facial 
features. The prominent bridge of her nose was crooked from a childhood 
injury, and her nostrils were naturally flared and then chapped by the multi-
tudes of tissues she used to combat her cold. It is the last concrete image of 
her that I have. Catherine and I would often joke that her face was red from 
screaming at us. Outside the small bay window we added lore to our traded 
stories under her ever-present gaze. We would make her a legend: so intimi-
dating that the wind wouldn’t touch her, lest it be pushed back much harder. 
She was equally frightening as a mother—to challenge her would be to defy 
generations of child abuse that her family lauded as good Catholic parenting. 

I palmed Catherine’s back to brace myself as I rose, my joints frozen by 
the snow. We were making a snowman to show my mother how talented we 
were. This was solely for her. We had no real neighbors. Our home was skirt-
ed by hedge rows and dead fields. The nearest home was about a mile away, 
nestled in rural seclusion. The single lane dirt road that linked us to them 
and the main road was even further away. It was a rarely-maintained ribbon 
of asphalt that was regularly driven only by our mailman, Joe. He came every 
Wednesday in spite of the snow that blanketed the road. Our ears had be-
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come accustomed to his station wagon’s chained tires sputtering and grinding 
at every turn or pothole. Catherine and I had grown fond of Joe and his Long 
Island accent. He would tell us fantastic stories of working for an unnamed 
Mafia boss as we helped him carry things into the house. We were equally 
excited for what Joe brought: usually food my mother had ordered the week 
before, sent from the mainland to our roomy Alaskan island. Sometimes, 
though, our father would send us a letter talking about the vast expanses of 
America he’d seen. He sent poorly-written postcards with pictures of sunny 
ocean scenes he wished we could see with him. He drove trucks for a living, 
sending money and word back every other week. 

This year he was not back for Christmas or the New Year. Instead on 
Christmas morning we unwrapped toys while our mother read the apology 
letter he’d written. At that point we hadn’t heard his voice in seven months, 
a new record. I was twelve and Catherine was ten. My mother performed the 
job of single parent with angry flair: a tyrant whose word was law. We would 
resist occasionally to spite her. We were trying to prove something, though we 
never knew what. She would send us to bed with stinging cheeks and runny 
noses from tears we’d hold back until the lights went out. We would cower 
from her until we’d forgotten our previous punishment and try again. It was 
like trench warfare; we were the bored forces inciting tiny battles. We didn’t 
care to think about the consequences. We just wanted to prove to ourselves 
that she wasn’t just a domestic teacher and priest. We wanted her to be our 
mother too. It was the one role she couldn’t quite play.

At 2:30, our mother shouted, “James, bring your sister inside!” through 
the barely open front door. Recess was over. The snowman would have to 
remain incomplete. We were homeschooled for two reasons: one, because 
my mother felt that God belonged in the classroom, and two, because there 
was no school on our island anymore. We were the youngest two people 
there—among about a dozen people under the age of eighteen left. The adults 
(mostly native Aleuts) worked to keep their home from falling off the map. 
It’s the rock they clung to since the Coast Guard shut down the base bringing 
most of the servicemen and their families back to the mainland. When they 
left in 1994 they took the need for the college, the McDonald’s, even the high 
school, for a time—we were living on the government’s newest lost cause. 

On that particular day we were learning mathematics. I was starting long 
division and Catherine was tasked with her multiplication tables. We worked 
vigilantly, all too aware of the punishment we might receive if we didn’t look 
busy. Idle hands were the devil’s playthings, after all. My mother coughed 
hoarsely as she watched us work. When we finished she would grade our work 
in front of us, compare our scores. One of us would be praised, the other 
guilted into trying harder next time. Today I performed more admirably. My 
mother kissed me on the head as she got up from the kitchen table to check 
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on dinner. Catherine was shifting on the wooden chair, tearing up at the red 
pen marks before her. She always took it hard when she did worse. When she 
seemed particularly sad, I would try to do poorly to make sure she wouldn’t 
cry anymore. She deserved the love more anyway. I was the first child—the 
sole focus of attention for two years. 

“Dinner will be ready soon. Go wash up,” our mother said. Catherine 
shook the tears from her eyes as we walked up the narrow stairs.

“What did you do wrong today on your tables?” I asked as we both stood 
before the ancient bathroom mirror washing our hands. 

Catherine’s face was warped by the imperfections of the old looking glass. 
“The sevens,” she answered with a frown. “I never remember the sevens.”

I offered to help her learn them, to get the blank tables from my mother 
and educate her before bed. She declined my help, as she always did. Cath-
erine felt like a child when I helped her. She made sure I knew she was no 
such thing. 

In February my mother’s cold seemingly grew worse. After fits of hack-
ing, she would wince and wrap her arms around her chest from the pain. 
Throughout all of this she refused our suggestions that she tell someone she 
was sick with anything worse than a cold. The letters from our father came 
less frequently. He had been given more jobs, hauling things long distances, 
sometimes across the whole country. He sent us pictures of sunsets and more 
money than usual. 

Our lessons became less and less a part of the day. We were allowed to 
spend more time out in the fenced-in front yard. We made modifications to 
our snowman as he solidified with the sunlight and the cold. Sometimes our 
mother would fall asleep while we played, leaving us to our own devices in the 
yard. It had been many years since we’d had it in our heads to attempt escape. 
When we were younger and the summer hovered over us we used to try to get 
past the green fence. Catherine would step on my back and unlatch the han-
dle to the gate, freeing us in a flick of the wrist. Our mother was always soon 
behind us, never letting us get any further than where the walkway met the 
road. Now we were smart enough to know that the only thing out amongst 
the snow or brown fields was endless nothing or abandoned homes in faded 
bright colors. Instead of running and playing, we’d talk for hours about what 
we figured our father was doing, or what we would do when we grew up. 

“I think that I want to write books. Or poems,” I said as we dug in the 
snow looking for sticks we’d never find. 

“Why?” Catherine asked, squinting to look at me over the glare of the 
sun. “You’re so good at math, you should be a mathematician.” She struggled 
with the word, smiling a little, clearly proud at overcoming such a grand 
term.
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“I don’t like math,” I assured her. “Do you remember those stories Mom 
would read to us when we were kids?”

“I think so. The ones with the geese that pray?” she asked, referring to an 
obscure Grimm fairy tale that fit my mother’s Catholic agenda.

“Yes, sort of. I want to write stories that will make people happy,” I said, 
beaming with pride at my future accomplishments. 

“Well, I want to be a doctor,” she replied, obviously uninterested in what 
type of poetry I’d read. “I want to fix sick people like Mom.”

“Mom has a cold; you can’t fix that.” I said. I saw our mother’s under-
statement as truth.

Our mother called us inside after her nap, cutting off our conversation. 
There were no further lessons, just a dinner that consisted of Campbell’s 
chicken noodle soup and a sleeve of stale saltines. My mother sent us to bed. 
Her chorus of pained coughs followed us upstairs from the living room. She 
never came to see us in bed anymore. She took to sleeping on the couch as if 
the trek up to her room was too taxing. We became the sole inhabitants of the 
second story. That night Catherine was buzzing with ideas for her future. We 
talked until the early morning. We talked like time meant nothing, enjoying 
our newfound social privileges. I dreamed that my father was on an island 
covered in black sand. I could see him from my boat but I sprung a leak. He 
watched as I sank, shouting “James,” as if yelling my name would stop the 
ocean from consuming me. 

The following morning we slept in. At 10:30 I awoke and plodded down-
stairs, wearied by sleeping into mid-morning. There was no familiar smell of 
coffee, no bustle of breakfast preparation. All was quiet and still dirty from 
the night before, at least by my mother’s standards. There were three bowls 
in the sink, bits of noodle and pools of chicken broth were left standing. My 
mother seemingly hadn’t woken up yet, which was unusual. I checked the 
couch, her new bed, and found it was empty. A dull crack echoed from the 
backyard. Then another. I spotted my mother chopping wood in the March 
cold, wearing her big green coat and white tennis shoes. With every heaving 
breath and split log, her lungs paraded off sharp coughs. I slipped on my 
boots and went outside to help. 

“It’s cold. We’re almost out of wood in the stove,” she said, wiping her 
mouth, her back to me. She spoke to the sound of the door closing.

“You’re sick, Mom,” I said, gesturing for the axe once I arrived at her side. 
“Let me.”

She continued to chop, ignoring me. After four swings and more ex-
hausting coughing fits, she relented.

“Do about fifteen more,” she said, adding a “please” as she thrust the axe 
handle into my hands. She left me no time to protest or ask when class would 
start. She knocked the snow from her shoes on the wooden steps and went 
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inside.
Once I’d finished my work, I brought an armful of kindling to the wood 

burning stove. I placed the bits of wood piece by piece into the black cast-
iron behemoth, its belly barely warm. Poking the embers around the new, 
dry wood, I began to think of how long it’d been since we’d seen our father. 
I remembered him explaining the act of stoking a fire like it were a voodoo 
priest’s summoning ritual.

“The flames won’t come unless you surround the logs with hot embers,” 
he explained in his quiet Midwestern drawl. He initially showed me when I 
was five, as if he knew I’d have to do it in his absence. With the logs aflame, 
I shut the grate of the stove and went inside, suddenly upset with my father. 

The air inside the house began to circulate, to become warm and dry 
again. The dishes were still in the sink and my mother was again absent. I 
rifled through the books and loose paper on the kitchen table until I found 
my English work, set on learning alone if I had to. Half an hour into my 
grammar exercises, Catherine came down the stairs. Her eyes were just free 
from sleep and a yellow lock of hair dangled in sweeping arcs across her fore-
head with each step. 

“What time is it?” Catherine asked groggily from the bottom step.
“It’s 12:30,” I answered, aware I hadn’t seen or heard my mother for more 

than an hour.
She was in her bedroom when I finally found her. I was frantic and out 

of breath after the search. We weren’t allowed to go into her room but after a 
dozen knocks she came to the door, grimacing. 

“I’m sorry, Mom, I just didn’t know where you were,” I said, expecting to 
be punished for bothering her in her room.

“I’m too tired to come down today; go do your schoolwork. You know 
where we left off.” At this order Catherine and I went once more downstairs, 
confused that education had seemingly lost its importance to her.

After a week of self-educating and a never-ending struggle to keep our 
house warm on our own, Catherine and I realized our mother should go to 
the hospital. She would not listen, offering only very weak responses about 
how she felt: “Fine, just tired.”

 We went to Joe when he came the next day with the mail, pleading 
that he talk to her and show her reason. We were scared then, finally aware 
of what her wavering health meant for us. She was thin and pale. Her eyes 
had collapsed into her skull; to look into them was like staring into a well. 
After he spoke to her alone, my mother grudgingly agreed to make her way 
to the local medical center. Joe told me later that his horror at her appearance 
is what convinced her to leave. She’d simply ignored her body until it was 
so far gone. There she was almost immediately diagnosed with pneumonia. 
They couldn’t do anything to help her on Adak with the tiny medical center 
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that was left. She was taken by plane to the mainland a few hours after she 
arrived. We waited behind for three days with Joe, waiting for the next supply 
boat. We rode it back to the mainland, impatiently wondering at my mother’s 
health. Catherine and I talked loudly, pointing at the seabirds grazing the 
placid, rippling surface of the water, trying to distract ourselves from worry-
ing. Catherine was five the last time she saw the world outside Adak. 

She asked, “Do you remember when we watched the ice break? On the 
boat with Daddy?” 

“Of course,” I said, hoping we’d see more before we made it to the hos-
pital. 

Shortly after we first came to Alaska, when Adak bustled, our father 
found a boat that made tours north, along the glaciers. There we watched the 
spring shatter the ends of them into the ocean. Once home, Catherine and I 
had asked our mother to teach us about the ice. It was so alien and we need-
ed to make sense of it. She told us that what we watched was called calving, 
when the massive chunks of ice cracked into the ocean below with a roar. 

“I miss Daddy,” Catherine said, watching her boots kick back and forth 
as her feet dangled from the high bench.

“I do too,” I said, wondering if he would already be there attending to 
our mother as best he could. He always did care about us, I never doubted 
that.

“Do you think Daddy will come back with us when Mom gets better?” 
Catherine looked hopeful.

“Maybe we’ll all go back with him,” I said, tired of home, of the solitude.

The hospital was quiet when we arrived at 3 AM. The emergency room 
was brightly lit, barely active itself. A woman holding her stomach and winc-
ing sat on a chair drinking from a paper Dixie cup. Joe told us to buy drinks 
from the vending machine as he went to the desk to ask where my mother 
was. He returned in a few minutes with grief in his eyes.

“Your father is here; he’ll be coming to see you in a coupla’ minutes. Let’s 
just sit over here.” 

As we sat, Catherine and I were too distracted by thoughts about our 
father to worry about our mother. 

Our father entered the waiting room—the specter from almost a year 
before, an eternity to a child. He’d aged less than our mother and he looked 
happier, not so beaten-down by the world. Joe stood to greet him and took 
him to talk out of earshot. Our father never took his eyes off us as he spoke. 
After they talked he shook Joe’s hand and Joe went to the front desk again. 
Our father came over, crouching down on his knees to see us at eye level.

“Come here you two,” he said with tears in his eyes, his arms outstretched. 
We both got up and quickly met his embrace. He hugged us for what felt 
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like minutes in the sterile fluorescent lights. He let us go, sitting down on one 
of the metal chairs, beckoning us to sit next to him.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around much. It’s just after the divorce I didn’t know 
if you’d wanna see me; you stopped sendin’ letters,” he quietly went on, not 
giving us time for the word ‘divorce’ to sink in. “I… I need to tell you some-
thin’,” he said, his throat quivering.

Catherine and I exchanged confused looks.
“Your mother, she died last night. She was real brave, but she was too 

weak to keep fightin’. I’m sorry,” he said, waiting for us to react.
I’ve heard people say that when they were told someone they loved died 

that they thought it was a joke. They sort of laughed, said their Come on 
and It’s not funny until the horror of truth slowly sunk in. I reacted that way, 
begging my father to admit his lies while my sister cried, too young to doubt 
her father. 

We both went to sleep that night in the hotel room my father and his 
friend were staying in. The television that would have normally interested us 
was overlooked. We were drained of emotion. We were tired and out of tears. 
We slept better than we should have on the hard springs of the mattress, un-
der the creased comforter depicting moose and beavers happily living along 
a stream. 

The next morning our father introduced us to his silent companion, our 
step-mother. She was a small woman with black hair in a pink parka. Her 
name was Denise. They had been married for eight months. He was shocked 
and guilty that our mother hadn’t told us about the divorce, about the apol-
ogy he’d sent along with last year’s Christmas gifts. She just signed the papers 
and quietly sent them back. She never even flinched or hinted at the change 
to us. I sometimes think that if she lived, she would have let us go on be-
lieving that he was just too busy for us, working away across the country. In 
truth, he hauled cargo around North Carolina and the rest of the southeast, 
a job much less grand than the cross-country escapades he told us about in 
letters. He would apologize to us for the rest of our lives. 

In the time that we waited for the plane to North Carolina we heard news 
of Thomas Chaplin, a boy around our age who died in a plane crash heading 
back from a supply run with his mother. She survived for four hours in the 
barely-warm-enough March ocean, clinging to one of the plane’s pontoons 
and holding onto Thomas’ hand as if he were still attached to it. The rest of 
him was found 30 meters from her. The boatman who plucked him out with 
a tuna net had to hold the boy’s mother back as she tried to graft his hand 
back onto his flesh, as if it would restore life in his frozen body. It felt like 
our home had become a place where only death existed. For some reason, 
even years later, this image stuck with me more than my mother’s death. I 
don’t imagine her on the glistening morgue table we never got to see. Instead 



12

I picture Thomas Chaplin bobbing on his back like a week-old county fair 
goldfish. It’s strange, what memory deems important. As we flew to the East 
Coast, our mother was buried in Adak among the bones of the natives and 
the military men who’d died in their short stay. My father didn’t have any 
more time to spare or he’d lose his job. Nobody but Joe and the island’s only 
priest attended her funeral. 

North Carolina was a monumental adjustment. Denise was patient with 
us. She waited for us to come to her when we’d finished mourning our moth-
er. She would prove to be a good parent. She grew to love us and we came to 
love her. Catherine and I went to public school and did well. Our pale skin 
tanned in the hot sun. We adapted. Our father pleaded with us not to blame 
our mother for letting her pride keep us in the dark about their divorce, for 
letting herself die. It was difficult. I hated her for a long time. Now I don’t. 
It’s simple like that. It’s hard to know if I can ever love her, considering that 
she only lives in my memory now—only in the kind of dreams I want to end 
that never do.

Catherine graduated high school early and moved to New York City. 
She wanted to see the lights and to experience something new. I stayed close 
to home. In my freshman year at UNC I decided I’d like to become a social 
worker, to try and help kids who were displaced by tragedy. Catherine and I 
were not orphans; we were something different. We were like the ice that we 
watched fall into the sea all those years ago, when our family was still happy 
and intact. We longed for the way the freshwater cavalcaded into the salt, 
ignorant to what their mixing meant. We floated as two pieces shorn from 
the same whole, wanting everything new but only decaying with it. We were 
inundated by the promises of warmth and new places until we dissolved into 
it with everyone else. We were the late spring calving: the son and daughter 
of an unimaginable wasteland. We drifted south far too quickly. We had our 
freedom, but was it what we needed? What we deserved?
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Mount Washington, Kevin Bertolero
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KIRSTEN FREIMAN

The Red Piggy Bank
Lying on my bed, I set down my homework and let my eyes wander around 
the room. A doll cradle filled with my childhood friends, an easel sporting 
unfinished artwork, a pile of CDs leaning against the red piggy bank. The red 
piggy bank. I pull myself off the bed and limp over to the bookshelf, walking 
on a leg of pins and needles. Leaning the CDs the other way, I take up the 
ceramic pig in my hands. It’s heavy, filled almost completely with quarters. 
I bring it back to my bed and dump out the contents, running my fingers 
through the silver treasure. The plump, hollow pig has lived with me for 
about fifteen years now. It came with me the day I left Uncle Judd’s apartment 
for the last time. 

I visit the apartment in Tutor City, home to antique furniture and old 
relics from the theater days: the air a mix of cologne and cats, red wine float-
ing in crystal. I sit on the couch, sinking into the cushions, my legs stuck 
out straight in front of me, feet dangling just over the edge. Clicking them 
together, I watch the lights on my new sneakers flash on impact while I wait 
for him to return. His grey-blue eyes beam at me from wise creases, wrinkles 
that have lingered from old smiles. One of the cats slinks into the room. We 
are familiar with each other.  A friendly nudge at my feet encourages me to 
sit up, but the couch swallows me again and I surrender to its leathery orifice. 
Uncle Judd: grey-white hair with a mustache to match. He presents me with 
the traditional bowl of croutons. I snack on the bits of dry bread, watching 
the cat’s tail twitch in reaction to the scents it picks up during a close exam-
ination of my jacket. I’ve been told it’s the last visit. Uncle Judd is moving 
south to live with his immediate family. He forgets things a lot. 

Alone again, I lick the crouton flavor from my fingers and then wipe 
them across my jeans. He returns. I hope he didn’t see that—my mother 
wouldn’t approve. He jingles a handful of quarters. I squirm off of the couch 
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and take the shiny coins from his hands. We go together to his nightstand 
where the big red piggy bank lives and I slip the quarters through the top, one 
by one, listening for their chime. Uncle Judd picks up the red pig, exposing 
one spotless circle on the dusty nightstand. He carefully places it in my arms, 
making sure I have a steady grip on it before I carry the pig proudly from 
the room. Once home, I ceremoniously place the pig on my own nightstand 
and slip a few of my own quarters through the top, christening it into its new 
home. 

A few years later, we visit Uncle Judd in his new home. He yells at his 
daughter and storms out of the restaurant. He is lost in his own mind. My 
mother tries to comfort him. She relays memories from the past: how he 
used to hold me in the old rocking chair, find games for me to play while I 
munched on a bowl of croutons, slipping quarters into the red piggy bank 
together. To Uncle Judd, these are another man’s memories. They are just sto-
ries to him now, but he seems to find some comfort in my mother’s smooth 
mezzo. 

When we return, I run to my nightstand and rest my hands on the red 
ceramic pig. The cool clay is solid and sturdy, weighed down by years of 
quarters. Relief seeps in with the familiar scent of my room. The red piggy 
bank remembers; the couch and the cats and the croutons and his grey-blue 
eyes smiling. 
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 CRAIG SHAY

Between Seven and 
Eleven
Childhood is a long hallucination—
Buckets of primary colors 
thrown against white walls,

a temporary stay in an idyllic garden
of shining lights and warmth,
where magic markers smell like ripening fruit
of cherry, orange, lemon, and watermelon.

When the illusion falls
so does the horse.

Realities settle in quickly.

A fistfight in the school yard, 
a hypodermic needle at the morning bus stop,
a string of burglaries in the neighborhood,
and the death of a grandparent.

Between seven and eleven, 
a pack of Dobermans follow you home from school
and plant black licorice in your soul.

When the spell of childhood breaks
the water level rises—
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CRAIG SHAY

Water Bones
Between Denver
and Salt Lake City

eyes fell –

Awake since New York.

I saw a thirteen-year-old figure
of myself crawling out of my body

diving 
into the greasy belly
of an oily lake.

When the prophet
visited

she told me

“Adventure should be momentous

momentum
would soon be tepid

like
spatial reverence
for a fleeting existence.”
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AMY E. BISHOP

Natural Disaster on 
the Right Side
I see you and a sky-chunk falls—
meteorites my rebuilt pavement.
The mattress clings to your imprint
until your voice crackles in on the answering
machine. Check it once a week,
in the meantime,
I collect hairs
left on your pillow—DNA love 
notes compiled until the next time
the ceiling tremors with your footsteps on my floor.

You play Pachelbel over the phone, leave
Canon in D on my voicemail—my mother tells me
this is the boy I should marry: this is the boy I wash 
from my hands when the door swings
shut on his shadow. I ode
train station kisses, tables set
for two, orbit empty space, I should marry
the regrets you send on hotel

stationary. My sweaters inhale your dandelion
absence, exhale lemon peel 
smiles with morning coffee. I clothespin postcards 
to empty hangers—dust bunnies hop
under my bed, left 
side. The neighbors one floor down call 
about the earthquake, did I feel it?—
your tread seismic on the welcome mat. 
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JIM RYAN

How to Walk in the 
Dark
They burned what was left of her in Arthur’s backyard. It wasn’t nighttime. 
Someone walked a dog down the street. Someone pushed a stroller. “I can’t 
get the cookbook to burn right,” Arthur said. Joe watched as his neighbor 
and best friend took a long drink from something that almost certainly had 
alcohol in it. Arthur drew a breath in through his teeth before setting the glass 
down on the arm of his plastic lawn chair.

Joe took a can of WD-40 from Arthur’s feet and spread the pages of the 
cookbook like a fan in the fire-pit, being careful not to touch the smolder-
ing bottle of coconut skin lotion—he never knew you could burn a bottle 
of lotion until that day. The flames were red, not orange, and lotion oozed 
slowly from the wounded bottle. Joe drenched the splayed pages of the book, 
then ignited them with a long lighter that was sitting on the cement-block 
perimeter. 

“I didn’t realize you were an expert on book-burning, Joseph,” Arthur 
said. He lifted his glass in an approving gesture before taking another large sip. 
Joe pulled a similar plastic lawn chair over to the fire-pit, sat down, watched 
the pages of 50 Exciting Vegetarian Recipes curl and turn to a crumbly gray. 

“I don’t know what to say.”
“You know what you need?” Arthur said. “You need to meet a girl who 

says ‘I don’t know’ a lot.” 
Joe laughed, realizing Arthur was trying to think about something other 

than Jamie and why she was gone. 
“You’re always saying ‘I don’t know’ about something,” Arthur continued.
“I guess. I mean, I don’t—”
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Arthur shook his head slightly, grinning. “She left the pictures right 
where I would find them. She got in the shower and left them right there on 
her phone. Goddamn redneck too. I mean, I wouldn’t even be as mad if the 
guy was better looking than me. I’m not great, I know, but that piece of shit?” 

Joe nodded. The spine of the cookbook finally buckled and fell into the 
cluster of ashes and half-burnt pages around it. “She’s gone now, anyway.”

The truth is Joe had met a girl who said ‘I don’t know a lot.’ He didn’t 
mention her at the time, because it didn’t seem appropriate. He couldn’t bring 
himself to go on about her when Arthur just saw his relationship of two years 
go down in a toxic blaze.

It had been nearly the end of the semester for Joe, and he had been 
friends with Evy for the majority of that semester since their meeting in class 
for the first time. As finals week grew closer and closer, though, he was con-
cerned that they would go their separate ways—as people do at the end of 
semesters—and possibly not see each other again. He couldn’t bring himself 
to admit it to Arthur, but it had taken him weeks to come around to asking 
her out for more than a bagel at the campus café. 

Joe and Evy were walking between buildings, their final classes having let 
out, in order to have lunch on campus a final time before summer. 

“Hey, Evy?” Joe asked. “I know I’m going out on a bit of a limb here, but 
what if I said I wanted to be more than friends?” She turned to him as they 
walked, the breeze scattering her hair across her face. 

“What are we in, fifth grade?” 
Joe’s face burned. All at once he wished he hadn’t opened his mouth and 

was relieved that he had—that he wasn’t just wishing he could say something 
to her.

“I’m just really not good at relationships,” Evy went on. “What happens 
if we break up? Things could get weird and I would hate that. Not that I’m a 
bad ex. I’m still friends with my exes.”

“Me too. I still keep in touch with a couple of mine.” Joe watched Evy’s 
hands—she was wringing them as they walked, wrapping her long fingers 
together then unwrapping them. “But wait a minute,” he said. “We haven’t 
even agreed to anything yet.” 

“I know, I’m sorry,” she said, staring at the ground in front of them as 
they walked. 

She didn’t give him an answer that day—said she would need a couple 
weeks to think about it. At this, Joe told himself to give up the whole thing 
altogether. Classes were over, and there were only two finals between him and 
the full force of summer. He was convinced that soon the only people he’d see 
on a regular basis were his dad, Arthur, and Little Nick.
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The summer was shaped like a beer bottle, he decided. The beginning was 
quick and full of enthusiasm, a neck of cool amber, and the rest was wide and 
ponderous and full of empty spaces. 

Joe had been working at Little Nick’s Landscaping for the past couple of 
weeks. Dropping him at a job near the center of the village, Nick lifted the 
steel grate that formed a ramp into his trailer and slammed the latch into 
place. He crushed what was left of his cigarette under a steel-toed boot. “Well, 
there ya go, Joey. I’ll seeya back here around four, alright? Should give ya time 
to get this mowed.” 

“Yep, no problem.” As Little Nick’s Ford drove away, pebbles popping 
under its tires, Joe rode the mower over to the edge of the West Springs 
Commons. The Commons included a complex of doctor’s offices, a day-care 
center, and 14 apartment buildings. All were surrounded by wide, flat lawns 
that had grown significantly since he mowed them the previous week. 

That summer was going to be different. Normally, Joe hated the summer, 
the brightness, the heat. He would step outside and the sun would fall on him 
like a twelve-pound hammer, and there would be that inescapable sensation 
in his head—the pressure, the thought: this summer will be the one that kills 
me. But that was all going to change. He’d do his work with a smile on his 
face, mow in neat, straight lines, south to north, north to south. Get up early 
every day, smile more, lose some weight. Stop feeling sorry for himself, stop 
wasting time. 

He wasn’t sure how to do all of these things, but he could start with the 
straight lines. Joe accomplished this so well that he surprised himself. Some 
days, there is just nothing more beautiful than the way mower blades sweep 
the grass into alternating stripes of light green and dark green. From one end 
of the lawn, his passes were light-dark-light; from the other end, they were 
dark-light-dark. It all depended on where you stood while you admired the 
job. As if anyone but a lawnmower stood and admired the job of a lawnmow-
er. But there he was being a downer again. Smile. Stay positive.

By four, Joe had finished. He was ready to stop imagining how dumb he 
looked bouncing around on the mower seat with a grin painted on his face. 
Little Nick pulled up in his Ford, twenty minutes late as usual, and rolled 
down the window. “Dude, I’m really sorry. Had to get the damn blades fixed 
on the other mower again.” Joe drove the mower onto the trailer and strained 
to lift the ramp up behind it and slide the pin into place.

“I’ll take ya home,” Nick said when Joe plopped down in the passenger 
seat. Joe noticed a glass pipe leaning in one of the cup holders and the smell of 
what Nick had been smoking in the air. He wondered why Nick couldn’t wait 
until he was home to smoke, and what would happen if a cop pulled them 
over. But Joe didn’t comment. The rivers of colors in the glasswork reminded 
him of the marbles he and Arthur used to play with as kids—a time before 
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booze and broken hearts and rednecks, a time when nothing needed to be 
fixed. They’d roll the marbles along the grooves in the wooden picnic table in 
Joe’s backyard, pretending the glossy orbs were sentient. A marble’s worst fear 
was falling from the end of the table, off the track, off the edge of the world 
into whatever lay below. Joe thought how easily something like this could 
happen. It took so little effort to become lost. 

Soon, the Ford pulled up in front of Joe’s house. Joe sat there for a mo-
ment, thinking Nick might pull out his wallet, pay him for at least some of 
the hours he had worked. 

Nick seemed to notice that Joe wasn’t getting out yet. He scratched at 
the stubble on his cheek. “Joey, I feel like a jackass, but I don’t have the cash 
for ya right now. I’m gonna have to wait till I get paid to pay you this time. 
Is that okay?”

“Sure, man,” Joe said. “It’s not like I need it right this second anyway.” 
He smiled at Nick before getting out of the truck. Joe thought he had about 
enough money left in the bank to buy some beer, but that was about it.

When he got inside, he realized the house was empty—his dad still not 
home from work—and he stripped down to his boxers and lay on the floor 
in front of the small oscillating fan. It swept the air back and forth, and he 
thought his body must be radiating its own heat like a glowing iron or the 
embers in a dying fire. 

Joe was back at the fire-pit, the lump of scorched plastic that was the lo-
tion bottle still nestled in the ashes. Arthur stacked up thick dry logs of wood 
in the lawn nearby, then arranged a few of the logs in the pit with some kin-
dling and began to start a fire. “I invited Denny to come down tonight—he’ll 
probably bring Maryanne. You’re obviously invited to stick around.”

Soon it was dark, and a respectable fire cracked in the pit sending embers 
drifting off into the night above. Joe wondered if the embers went dark when 
they got enough distance from the flames, or if they were just too far off to 
see.

Denny showed up then. He carried a bottle of Johnny Walker and Mary-
anne trailed along behind him. This was normal for Maryanne. It seemed to 
Joe that she’d been following Denny around since high school despite the fact 
that he often blew her off. Joe was used to seeing them together, and he fig-
ured Denny and Maryanne were also so used to being around each other that 
it wasn’t likely to change anytime too soon. “Hey, guys,” Denny said, drawing 
out his vowels to show he was excited to see them. 

Once they all had a place to sit, the shots started. Joe did one, then two, 
then stopped, because moderation was one of his goals for the summer. He 
would avoid drinking too much, sleeping too little. Every little bit counted 
toward being a better person, the kind of person who loves the summer and 
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the sun, smiles, and is comfortable whether he’s by himself or with others.
Denny and Maryanne didn’t ask about the absence of Jamie. They seemed 

content to sit on the opposite side of the fire, not really talking to one another 
but both doing something with their phones. Joe thought this was probably 
for the best since Arthur actually seemed relaxed—staring into the fire, drink-
ing, laughing at the occasional joke one of them would make. 

Arthur continued staring into the fire, but spoke in a voice just loud 
enough for Joe to hear. “She came over earlier.”

“What?” Joe said.
“We fucked and then she went home. We both agreed the fucking was 

worth it. She’s not my girlfriend.”
“That’s disgusting,” Joe said, not realizing what he was saying before it 

came out. 
“What do you mean by that?” Arthur said. 
“I mean, it’s disgusting how she treated you.”
“Yeah, whatever. I don’t know anyone else,” Arthur said. 
Maryanne looked up, apparently catching bits of the conversation, but 

she didn’t say anything. Joe realized that he had just judged his friend, found 
it disgusting that he would still have sex with Jamie when she was probably 
seeing that other guy. Then Joe told himself that Arthur had good reasons 
for what he was doing, and that Joe couldn’t possibly understand, having 
never made a relationship last for even close to two years. “I know you think 
I shouldn’t,” Arthur added.

Joe propped his feet up on the perimeter of the fire-pit. Denny got up 
and walked inside for the bathroom as Maryanne drank another shot of the 
Johnny Walker. 

“I love him, you know,” she said, gesturing toward the house with the 
empty shot glass, where Denny was. “I’ve loved him for years and it’s like he 
barely notices me. But I’m still here. He’ll come around eventually, maybe.” 
She put the glass down by the bottle and the fire danced in the reflection and 
in the golden liquid it held. 

Joe wondered if he loved Evy. Was it love that made him feel so raw when 
one day after another went by without hearing anything from her? There’d 
been no text messages, no calls. He noticed a shred of paper in the bottom of 
the fire-pit—part of a list of ingredients next to a picture of something that 
looked like asparagus. He was amazed at how something so light and flamma-
ble could sit right in the midst of all that heat and avoid oblivion. 

It wasn’t until the middle of June that Evy called. “Hey, you still haven’t 
seen the new Gatsby movie, have you?”

“Nope, not yet.”
“You want to meet me there Saturday? I’ve seen it, but I’ll watch it again 
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with you.” 
Joe told her that he would, and they agreed on a showing time. 
They shared a coke. Joe bought one for himself—Evy said she didn’t want 

one—but she changed her mind once the movie started and had some of his. 
During the movie, Joe glanced over at her without her noticing, at how the 
light from the screen intermittently illuminated her profile. He didn’t try to 
put an arm around her, hold her hand, any of that. He had given that up—he 
would just be the friend he knew he could be. He’d do well at that.

“About what you asked me the other week,” Evy said as they walked out 
to their cars. “I’m sorry it took me so long, but this is a very belated yes.” She 
stood by her car, looking at Joe uncertainly.

Joe was exultant, but he didn’t know how to react or what would be the 
appropriate thing to say. He was happy, but he didn’t seem to have control of 
it—even just enough control to put it into words. “Oh, okay,” Joe said. His 
voice sounded flat to him. “I’m really happy to hear you say that.”

“Let’s meet up again soon?” Evy said.
“Yeah, of course.” 
She walked over to Joe and hesitantly wrapped her arms around him in 

a hug. He hugged her back, feeling the light presence of her head against his 
chest.

Saturdays were usually the nights when Joe would hang out Arthur, so 
when he pulled back into his driveway at 10 pm, he glanced across the street 
at his friend’s house. Arthur’s parents’ car was gone, but her car was there. 
She wasn’t Arthur’s girlfriend. She was Jamie, the girl Arthur fucked. It was 
already late; there were no lights on in the house, and Joe knew there would 
be no fire that night or walk around the village, no way he’d have a chance 
to tell Arthur about Evy. He felt sick that a girl who cheated on Arthur and 
didn’t even seem ashamed of it took priority over their usual weekend plans. 
But that was just how it was, he supposed. 

Joe didn’t want to go inside and do nothing until he fell asleep. He called 
Denny and drove up to his apartment, grabbing a six-pack of beer on the way. 

“Wanna play some Hold ’em?” Denny said. He had just bought a new 
set, shiny plastic chips, felt mat, and all. Maryanne was sitting in a bowl chair 
nearby, reading something on Denny’s laptop, by the looks of it.

“Sure thing,” Joe said. He didn’t need to talk to Arthur about Evy, or talk 
to anyone about her for that matter. He could just be happy and play poker 
and leave it at that. 

“Can I have one of those delicious things that you brought into my 
home, Mr. Joseph?” Denny was looking at Joe’s beers. 

“Of course you can. I’m not an asshole.”
“Thank you so much, man, and you can try one of mine if you’d like.”
Joe did try one of Denny’s, and he also had the other five of his. In what 
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felt like very little time, Joe and Denny had played six games of Hold ’em 
and it was after five o’clock in the morning. At some point he realized that 
nothing had changed. This could have been the same night last summer, or 
the summer before. He was wasting time with the same people, drinking the 
same beer. It didn’t matter that Evy told him yes, or that she put her arms 
around him. Joe didn’t know when he’d see her again, or if she’d change her 
mind about it before he even had a chance. 

There was a knock at the door to the apartment. 
“Hello?” Denny said, cautiously.
“It’s Arthur.”
“Come in, man,” Denny said.
When Arthur came in, he saw Joe sitting by his poker chips. “Sorry, Joe,” 

he said. “Some shit came up last night, so I wasn’t able to hang out. Thought 
I might find you here.”

“I’m sure some shit came up,” Joe said, standing up and sliding his shoes 
on. “I was actually just about to head home. My car’s right out there.” Maybe 
it was the beer, or a combination of the beer and his exhaustion, but Joe had 
to lean on the back of his chair for support. 

“You can’t drive,” Arthur said.
“I’ll just fucking walk, then.” Joe realized he sounded mad, and didn’t 

want to, so he put on a smile. “It’s not even that far, and it’s a good night for 
a walk.”

“Alright,” Arthur said. “I’ll go with you. But I’m not sure we can call it 
night anymore.”

“Fine,” Joe said. “Whatever.” Something in Joe’s tone of voice was fun-
ny—as things can only be funny after staying up all night playing Hold 
’em—and they all started laughing. “Anyway,” Joe said, in his most amicable 
of voices, “thanks for playing cards, Denny. Good to see you, Maryanne.” Joe 
shook Denny’s hand and stepped outside with Arthur, pleased with himself 
that he had salvaged the situation.

And there it was. As Joe and Arthur stepped out into the front lot of the 
apartments, Joe saw the sun rising, turning the eastern sky a lighter shade 
of blue, obliterating the stars. Joe already felt the pressure rising in his head 
along with the gradual increase in light and the excited chirping of the birds. 
Watching the sunrise that morning, Joe felt with undeniable certainty that he 
had failed to turn himself around. He had failed to be disciplined, moderate, 
to smile enough. 

“We had a fight last night that lasted for hours,” Arthur said. “I said I just 
wanted to have sex and that was it, but it’s bullshit. I can say whatever I want, 
but as soon as I’m in the same room with Jamie, I’m her boyfriend again like 
nothing ever happened. Well, not like nothing happened, but just that noth-
ing’s that different. I still care about her I guess, you know?” 
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But Joe wasn’t paying much attention. He was focused on putting one 
foot in front of the other on the sidewalk, praying that if he only looked at 
the concrete, and not at the sky, the sun would slow its ascent just this one 
time. “Yeah, Arthur, I get it.”

“She said ‘I love you’ after we finished, and that’s when the fight started.” 
“That’s rough,” Joe said. He wanted nothing more than to lie down in 

somebody’s front yard and cry, if for no other reason than that Arthur might 
understand how he was feeling. But Joe settled for quietly letting the tears 
run down his face, unseen by Arthur in the half-light. Joe kept talking, no 
longer about Jamie, but rather simple nothings that would be lost along with 
the rest of the night.

Joe decided not to go to bed. It would be almost like turning back time if 
he just never went to sleep, like Superman flying around the world in reverse 
to save his Lois. Joe thought he might be able to save his summer, that he 
could make friends with the sun and convince the burning thing to take it 
easy on him.

When Arthur and Joe got back to their street, they sat in Arthur’s yard 
by the cold fire-pit until the morning was in full-stride. They talked about 
Gatsby and about literature, and about how movies are sometimes better than 
the books but worse at the same time. 

There was a lull in the conversation. A jogger plodded by on the street. 
“So I guess I’ve got a girlfriend, now,” Joe said.

“Oh?” Arthur said. “That’s kind of a big deal. You could have opened 
with that, you know.”

“I don’t know.” 

Joe did sleep, but not until about noon, and only for a few hours then. 
When he finally rose, he thought of how he talked with Arthur until he didn’t 
even know what he was talking about anymore. He thought about Evy’s ten-
tative form against his, and he realized that things weren’t so bad as they felt 
when the sun first broke the horizon. Thinking back to his Irish literature 
class last semester, he remembered there was a man in one of the novels who 
said: There comes a time when you either run amok completely or try to make a go 
of it. Joe figured he would make a go of it. It didn’t matter if he slipped once 
in a while—he could still keep trying. Tomorrow was Monday; there would 
be lawns to mow, and he would mow them in smooth lines of light and dark. 

Because it was well into the afternoon when Joe finally rose, it seemed as 
if the sun set remarkably early that day. It was the kind of summer evening 
that Joe could say he enjoyed, without even pretending. And that Sunday 
night, he and Arthur went for a walk when the sun had completely given way 
to the crisp, cool night. 

“She’s not coming back.” Arthur said. “She made that clear, and I feel 
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okay about it.”
“You sure?”
“Yep. I’ve got a plan. I’m gonna see if I can get back into school this year.”
Joe said that sounded like a good road to be on, that he would be happy if 

Arthur found something he really enjoyed and was skilled at. For a while they 
walked quietly, then they came to the place where they would normally cut 
through the backside of an overgrown used car lot. There was a tractor-trailer 
truck sitting in the lot that night. Its windows were dark, and there may have 
been someone sleeping up there, but Joe couldn’t tell. 

“Look at this,” Arthur said. He paused as they passed the truck, holding 
his hands out toward it. “It’s funny how some things can look so impossibly 
big sometimes. Like, I realize that this is a large truck anytime, but it’s really 
large right now. You know?” 

“Yeah,” Joe said. It made perfect sense to him. If he could smile one day 
and cry the next, if Evy could be in his arms but feel so beyond his reach, that 
truck could be normal one day and goliath another.

Joe stared straight up at the stars as they stepped across the railroad tracks. 
He would have been afraid of tripping, but they had walked this shortcut 
so many times that he didn’t need to watch his step. It was one of those 
crystal-clear nights when the Milky Way is visible—when the stars seem to 
meld into one bridge arching over everything. Joe thought of that common 
sentiment, that we could look to the night sky to make our petty concerns 
and problems fade away—we were insignificant compared to the vastness of 
space. But Joe felt the exact opposite as he stepped over the rails. Looking to 
the stars, he could be endless, at least for a moment. 
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EMILY DREW

Watch the Ash Soar
Inhale. Patrick held his breath until the cigarette smoke burned his lungs. 
Exhale. He had to remind himself to breathe. Somehow he had thought this 
would be simpler, but Nina had always had this way of catching him off 
guard. What had made him think time would change that?

Somewhere above him crows cawed. His heart drummed a beat in an-
swer. She often wondered what it was like to fly, but he could never find the 
right words to tell her. Not even now, at a cliff’s steep edge where nothing 
held the sky back.

Ash fell from his cigarette. He fumbled with the urn’s latch. It had sat on 
the fireplace mantel for one year and he felt nothing toward it. He had already 
said his goodbyes to Nina. So why was it that now, here, when he was finally 
ready to let her fly, did he just want to hold on?

Because, he told himself, nothing prepares you for this kind of goodbye. 
This was final and permanent, and even though he knew the ash in this jar 
was no longer Nina, Patrick had hoped—if he still had what was once her 
then maybe she would come back to him.

Which was why it was time to let her go. Finally, permanently. Patrick 
unrolled the bag. He looked at the ash inside, something he had never al-
lowed himself to do. Nothing in the colorless ash reminded him of Nina. This 
was not Nina.

Inhale. He took a deep drag, tipped the urn, and watched the ashes soar. 
Exhale.
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Kitsune #2, Jodi Bentivegna
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MICHELLE JIANG

The Final Decision
My quivering hands held a stick. It was insignificant in size. Its white smooth 
body had a small plastic window with silk curtains that didn’t allow visitors 
to look through. Ridges surrounded this window as a fence and the long 
driveway was wrapped in soft white cotton. The precious outward appearance 
masked the red witch that lived inside as she patiently waited for her next vic-
tim near her window. She was now looking at me, her tiny fingers parting the 
silk curtains. Her red eyes burned through my sanity and whispered lies into 
my mind. My eyes began to water, desperately trying to sever this gaze. My 
breath was short, frantically gasping for air. I was suddenly inside the witch’s 
white hut, our gaze still as strong as before. Her red body floated towards me, 
her claws outreached. My paralyzed body refused to move, my eyes began to 
bulge out of its sockets, and my dry mouth was unable to scream. Unexpect-
edly, the white stick slipped from my sweaty palms and I returned to the old 
bathroom.

Time stood still, stale and pungent as the urine in the white toilet that I 
was sitting on. The dull white tiles stared back at me. A malignant stain man-
ifested itself on one of the tiles. The only sense of time came from the rusty 
showerhead above me on my right. The heavy, icy cold drop of water was 
bulging from the shower’s bottom lip, refusing to let go. Yet, she slipped and 
began to cascade down into the metal drain that awaited her. My eyes wit-
nessed her clear circular body as it fell, gracefully and slowly. She fell without 
a single ripple of fear or panic. Her deep, cool calm eyes captured my gaze at 
the last second before she disappeared into the vast white bathtub below. My 
bare legs against the cold porcelain toilet began to tingle and tremble, their 
hairs standing on end. The coarse toilet paper caressed my thigh, trying to 
comfort me. Yet the sound of the water became muted; the tiles vanished 
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from their walls, the toilet paper disintegrated. The only thing I was able to 
perceive was the stick that now rested on the cold hard white floor, and the 
screaming voice in my head:

It is lying, it is lying, is it lying, it is lying, it is lying, it is lying!
The tinted white ceramic tiles were replaced with a cluster of certificates 

and diplomas on a nonexistent white wall that would occasionally peep 
through between each encased piece of paper. The hard toilet became a white 
cushioned arm chair which swallowed me. A mahogany desk rested between 
me and the lifeless green hibiscus in the corner. The red flowers made it 
their duty to collect dust as they slowly faded away. A black Dell desktop 
sat promptly on the right hand corner, its face turned away from me like 
a bashful young man. He couldn’t bring himself to look at me. Instead, he 
hummed a soft tune whose words were long forgotten. Five days have passed 
since that incident in the bathroom. Or was it three days? Three hours? Or 
possibly a week that went by? How long had it been? I didn’t remember. I 
couldn’t remember. 

My mind was trapped in a frozen space-time continuum, drifting 
through the endless blackness that was around me. A sound wave ricocheted 
through the room. The reluctant creaky door was forced open by a young 
woman. She was short and petite. Coarse dirty blonde hair rested on her 
shoulders and gray hairs were appearing at her roots. She parted her pink lips, 
almost blinding me with her perfect pearly whites that matched the coat she 
was wearing. I sank further into the soft mouth of the chair. She slowly ap-
proached her wooden box and calmly sat down in her black swivel chair that 
she pulled from beneath the box. The ID badge on her chest displayed the 
same wide grin with “Stony Brook Medicine” above her name in black letters. 

She introduced herself as Mrs. Smith and proceeded to hurl question 
after question at me before I could even open my mouth. Her high-pitched 
voice became a quiet murmur in the distant background, my attention trans-
fixed on her slightly skewed ID badge. It was at a strange angle that was for-
ty-five degrees off-center, causing a glare to strike her picture. The corner of 
the ID pointed towards a slight yellow stain on her white collar which might 
have come from her morning coffee. My mind was once again drifting on this 
endless journey across the room, but something was telling me to go back. I 
quickly regained my composure exactly when Mrs. Smith stated,

“The results came back positive. You don’t want to keep it, right?”
I stood still. My tense palms clenched the soft armrests of the chair, drill-

ing holes into the fabric. Deep down I knew this question was coming, and I 
knew what my answer was going to be.

No, don’t do it. This isn’t what you want.
I swallowed the dense lump that was lodged in my throat.
Don’t fall to peer-pressure! You know you can do better than this!
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I sat with my back erect and my shoulders pushed back. I looked straight 
into Mrs. Smith’s eyes.

No, you can’t! No! Stop! What do you think you are doing? Don’t do it! Stop! 
No! Stop!

“Yes,” I declared, “I want to keep it.”
Silence.
Why?
Why? Because my husband and I decided that this was for the best.
My phone began to vibrate with the arrival of a message. Six missed calls 

from my father. I purposely didn’t answer him, for my mind was still soft and 
undeveloped for this new world. Yet my father did his best to persuade me 
in his message.

“I don’t want you to do this, I want you to start your life over. I am willing 
to pay for everything if you want to change things back to the way they were. 
I hope you realize this will be the rest of your life,” he said. “You alone can 
make this decision . . . only you.”

“Only you,” my father stated. He didn’t say, “Both of you.”
It was abnormally warm that winter. The snow was late in its arrival to 

dust the land with its white crystals—the same innocent crystals that com-
pressed and suffocated all of the precious life that Mother Earth labored to 
bring into being.

We were now sitting together in silver armchairs among the hundreds 
that lined the white walls. In my hands my father’s words were a pile of black 
ash that stained my swollen fingers. It sullied my skin, my veins, my mind, 
my other self. It was infecting me, and that thing that was not me. It was 
affecting us. It was disrupting the gentle warm peace and acceptance that 
swathed us. It wanted to get in; my lungs caved in, my heart ceased to sing. 
It wanted to destroy everything that we had built, the bond, the trust, the 
dependence. But it was my husband’s gentle and warm touch that defeated 
this contagious disease. He was next to me, his large rough hands clasped over 
the screen of my phone.  He looked at me, his dark brown eyes unwavering,

“No matter what happens, I want you to believe me. I want you to trust 
me that everything will be all right. But I don’t want your parents to influence 
your decision. This was our choice, our life. It is not their decision to make.”

Surrounding me, sitting in the same colorless chairs were those who were 
also affected by a sudden change in their lives. Maybe they were ready for this. 
Maybe they were not. A man was by himself, in the corner of the vast sea of 
white chairs. His gaping mouth showcased his cavity-ridden teeth for the 
world to see. A few seats over was an elderly female, her hands occupied with 
the crochet project in front of her. Her fingers tangled in her canary yellow 
yarn. Her thick glasses rested on the tip of her crooked nose. Across from her 
was an obese woman, her purple blotched body stuffed into the chair, her 
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breathing drawn in heavy rasps. Her oval head was missing patches of greasy 
black hair. 

Many other individuals occupied this space, but the one across from us 
was a disheveled woman whose hair was styled in all directions by her in-
fant son. He was screaming and kicking in her arms, as though she was an 
unknown monster trying to devour him. His face was red and sweaty, tears 
dripped from his eyes. His scream was that of a broken record. He didn’t un-
derstand what was going on. He was in pain. His mother, with her hazel eyes, 
swaddled him and caressed his face in her breasts. He squirmed even more 
on her lap and shrieked over his mother’s attempt to sing to him. The entire 
building stared at the passing incident. Some gave sympathetic glances, while 
many others sneered at the scene. Hushed whispers of discontent filled the 
white space. But I could not bring myself to criticize her. 

From the day in the bathroom on, I was excluded from the group of 
anonymous free individuals who could live any life they wanted to live. 
Boundaries, limitations, expectations, and labels did not exist for them. From 
the moment my pregnancy test proved positive, a hefty shackle was placed on 
my ankle. I wasn’t allowed to sit in the peanut gallery anymore and condemn 
those around me as I pleased. I had to put my own selfish desires away as I 
promised another that I would fulfill theirs. Nonetheless, the family sitting 
in front of me vividly predicted my failures. Was I strong enough to perform 
the act that Mother Nature has performed for millennia? It didn’t matter 
what decision I made at that time with Mrs. Smith; a leash and a tag would 
have stayed around my neck forever. People would continue to ridicule and 
judge me no matter which path I decided to take. But I decided to take the 
first step onto this path because I knew my daughters would have a good life 
with their father by their side. I wanted to shower my daughters with all the 
love, warmth, and attention I could muster. I wanted them to know and 
experience the wonderful and exciting world that is outside the womb. That 
was my decision. That was our final decision.

I looked back into my husband’s eyes and smiled.
The white winter didn’t come that year, and I was grateful.



34

TRISHA A. FARCO

Vanishing Point
I have an incision scar on
the inside of my upper lip
because I insisted on
dancing in the dining room. 
Stone and flesh repel each other
and I bear the mark.

The most sensitive 
part of my body is not the same as
everyone else’s. The cold slithers
along the floor, slips through 
my skin and curls 
around my insides.

The sun goes down around
my ankles on summer
nights when I’ve had
too much wine. I start
to tell things I didn’t even 
know about me.

Me darts behind trees and
in front of moving cars
running for the horizon, 
in open-toed sandals.
Me seeks the edge of the world
while my vanishing point is here.
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NADIA MULVIHILL

Gaze
The curve of your breast
Like the swerve of a roadway
Makes my stomach drop
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ETHAN KEELEY

Half
She didn’t think much of him when she first saw him standing on the other 
side of her street that morning, facing her house but not exactly looking at 
it—she didn’t think much of him other than he was inadequately dressed for 
the weather. He was wearing a light brown jacket more suited for early fall, 
tattered jeans that were not only too tight but too short for his lanky legs, 
navy blue flip flops, and no gloves to cover his large hands. The neighbor-
hood was completely quiet except for the ghoulish moans of January’s coastal 
winds. The holidays had passed and the younger people—save for this man—
were either off to school or work for the day. It was just her, curiously staring 
out her window, and him: the world’s most absurd-looking statue. 

Her first thought—or rather, her hope—was that he was probably wait-
ing for someone or something to take him away from the stabbing wind 
she could now hear thrashing outside her home. A man’s attire, no matter 
how unfit for the conditions, meant little to her in terms of his character, so 
despite his appearance he must have had somewhere to go, someone to see, 
something to do other than endure the North Atlantic’s harsh winter air just 
across from her house. Tea in hand, she would peer out her window every 
now and then to see if he had gone. He had not. It had been one hour. He 
had not moved. He was a scarecrow a season too late.

The woman removed two heavy coats from the downstairs closet and 
put on the smaller one. The larger coat was the exception to her rule of not 
judging people based on their clothing. Her husband’s coat, a pitch black, 
wool pea coat, had been his favorite thing to wear—and her favorite thing 
to see him wear—as long as she had known him. They, too, had met in the 
winter some fifty years ago in Cape Elizabeth, back when her hair was long 
and blonde and captured the falling snow like a thousand golden tongues. 
She was walking her dog through the thick snow at the bottom of a hill where 
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her future husband, adorned in his pea coat, was taking two boys sledding. 
They could have been his sons but turned out to be his nephews—something 
about him simply exuded “father.” He was just below average height but had 
perfect posture and stood tall for his lack of vertical advantage. He readied his 
nephews’ sleds with vigor and caution, never once losing the unfaltering smile 
spread across his face. While descending, one of his nephews must have hit 
a lip or a rock buried under the snow and veered too far to the left. The boy 
and the sled came within a foot or two of her and the dog. 

Everyone was screaming and barking as soft powder exploded all over 
them and the boy’s sled escaped from underneath him, bound for the woods 
a good distance away. But they all came out unscathed, and the pea coat man 
had frantically raced down the hill, nearly stumbling three times before reach-
ing the bottom, blurting apologies and “Jeepers!” to her all the way down. She 
didn’t know then that Howard, this handsome figure toppling before her, had 
just returned from the war in Europe. It didn’t show on the terribly human 
expressions bouncing all over his face, nor did it show in the clumsy halt he 
almost managed just before knocking her over as the slope suddenly ended. 
Judging by his weight for the split second he was on top of her she should 
have assumed he was a soldier, a man’s man, a patriot—even if she had, at the 
time she would have loved him all the more for it.

The man outside hadn’t budged, though the wind was now teetering his 
frame back and forth to the effect of an indecisive domino on an uneven 
table. The woman reached for the door and walked against the dagger wind 
as fast as her bony, aging legs could carry her to the frozen man. As she ap-
proached, his eyes remained staring at everything and nothing as they had 
been an hour before and God knows for how long before that. He seemed 
not at all distracted by the pea coat being carefully lowered onto his still and 
lopsided figure.

At this distance, she could see a prominent scar between his right cheek 
and eye, brown and protruding, made all the darker by the shallow, pale skin 
that surrounded it. His long, blonde, unkempt hair that covered both his 
head and most of his distorted face glittered with the thick ocean snow and 
vibrated furiously in the wind as if in an attempt to detach itself from his poor 
visage. It was strange to see a young man out there during the day in January, 
stranger still to see one so disheveled and ill-prepared, and strangest of all to 
see anyone but her husband in that coat. It automatically made the bearded 
man look more dignified, as his arms were still at his side and by default he 
wore it as a cape.

“Oh, you poor thing! What on Earth are you doing standing out here? 
You’ll freeze to death! Here, come with me, come with me. That’s it.” The 
woman spoke slowly and as softly as she could, lest the force of her words 
finally topple him over. She felt guilty that she had let him stand out there for 
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over an hour. Half-embracing this total stranger half-dressed in her husband’s 
coat, she slowly walked him across the street to her front door. With her hand 
on his hunched upper back, she could feel the deteriorating strength that 
must have resided in him not long ago. She asked him to come inside but led 
him in herself.

It had been two months and fifteen days since she last had a guest. Her 
two sons lived down south: the older one, Gary, in Texas for a broadcasting 
job; the younger, Mark, in Florida for the warmth. Gary had called her and 
Mark a week before Christmas to set up a family get-together. Gary wanted 
Mark to pick her up in Maine, then come back with her to Texas, stay for a 
few days, then bring her back North. Mark had a fit and said he had this and 
that to do and so-and-so to see and wouldn’t have time to even drive one way. 
So Mark reversed the proposal, asking everyone to have Christmas in Florida. 
Of course, this debate all happened behind her back, the way they always did 
after Howard died, and she didn’t find out until three days before Christmas 
that everyone was on their own that year. She suggested, sensibly, that the 
two of them just come up to Maine with their wives and kids. It was hard 
enough for her to travel in her age anyway. “No snow in those parts either,” 
she argued, hope in her voice. She spent that Christmas alone.

The man looked slightly less ridiculous now that he was inside her living 
room, but only slightly. His hair was matted and drooping, like a dog that just 
took a bath. She walked to the bathroom to grab a towel for him as he gently 
removed the pea coat from his back. He hadn’t said a word. She started to 
wonder if he was a mute, and fought back her fear of what this strange, stoic 
(or possibly crazed) man was capable of doing. But something about him was 
unthreatening. His motions were slow, and beneath the mess of hair on his 
face she could picture a timid, boyish face. And being accustomed to talking 
to the television, and herself, and the wind most days, she figured she should 
attempt a conversation while she had an audience.

“My name is Grace.” She failed to say more for a few moments. The man’s 
eyes ricocheted about and he nodded subtly in a way that could have meant: 
“Yes, your name is Grace,” or, “I can’t easily reply to that.” Grace’s house was 
normally so barren she nearly forgot the rules of being a decent hostess, but 
her years of experience with having her husband’s brothers from the war over 
for dinner and drinks soon kicked in.

“I have tea if you’d like.” Trying her best not to stare at the pitiful figure 
before her, she took the coat and hung it back in the closet where it had lived 
uninhabited for quite some time. “Or coffee?”

The man was cautiously patting his beard with the towel, and his mouth 
quivered as if on the verge of speech. Nothing. Nothing but that look: a pe-
culiar mixture of awareness, fear, and perplexity.

“Here, sit down. I’ll bring you something warm.” She gestured somewhat 
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nervously to the love seat and started some coffee. She didn’t know an adult 
soul other than her who disliked coffee. It made her mouth dry, her breath 
bad, and her anxiety worse. But Howard had basically bled it. His pupils were 
black coffee floating in the brown mugs that were his irises. If there wasn’t a 
pot on in the house back when he was living, she knew something had gone 
wrong, or gone worse. One morning when they had just recently bought the 
house in Maine, before they had the kids, she made a pot for him but deliber-
ately used decaf. It was a cruel and loving prank, and it only took him fifteen 
minutes to find out he had been duped. With a groggy smile he chased her 
around the house until their legs failed them and they both stumbled safely, 
gently—he was always so gentle with her—onto the kitchen floor, embracing 
each other, still in their underwear.

When she returned from the kitchen with a mug in one hand and a 
creamer in the other, she noticed the man gazing with great intensity at a 
frame on the coffee table: a black-and-white family portrait taken just after 
Mark was born. Grace always had to remind herself that the young, bright 
woman in the photograph was indeed her, long before her hair shrunk and 
thinned and grayed, before her posture slumped, before her bones showed 
through her loosened skin. Her hazel eyes, though gray in the picture, were 
one hint—perhaps the only one—that this young mother and proud wife 
was also Grace, and would somehow become the woman now staring at her 
ideal self. 

In the photo, the four of them were standing in front of the newly-paint-
ed, yellow house (also gray in the image) that Grace and the young man were 
now sitting in. Howard held Gary on his shoulders as she held baby Mark in 
her arms. Her husband was still whole then—she remembered how his ears 
would shift a few inches back on his head whenever he saw his boys. He had 
wanted nothing but peace for them. Soldiering was his burden to bear, not a 
legacy to pass on.

“That’s my husband and kids. He’s gone now. They’re all grown up, have 
kids of their own.” She placed the coffee and cream before the man and pulled 
up a chair to sit across from him. She couldn’t tell for sure, but his mouth 
bent in a form probably equivalent to a smile. He directed his attention to the 
mug and his large hands encompassed it, embracing its warmth. She couldn’t 
help but stare at his scar when he wasn’t looking. It was shaped and colored 
like a gluttonous worm: long, pinkish-brown, glossy when it hit the light the 
right way. Considering the man would not or could not speak, she felt no 
harm in asking of the mark’s origin, though she knew she would never know. 
But to her surprise:

“War,” he said with rocks in his tone, not rudely, just in the way anyone 
would sound devoid of human contact for God knows how long.

“War,” she echoed, nodding slowly. “I’d ask which one but they’re all the 
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same, aren’t they?”
His eyes stayed fixed on his black, still un-sipped coffee. He returned a 

somber nod.
“My husband was a soldier.” She pointed at the family portrait. “World 

War Two and Korea.” She said it with mock pride and glanced at the corner of 
the ceiling while giving a slight unsmiling chuckle of reminiscence and pain. 

Korea was the one. If you’re lucky enough to escape one war alive you’d 
better not push it, loyalty be damned. But that was her husband: Mr. Loyalty. 
Never cheated on her once—hardly ever looked at another woman. Never 
missed his kids’ concerts or games. Never lied or stole or envied. He might 
have killed. She knew he killed. But he was at war, and he was fighting the 
bad guys, and the bad guys got killed, and the good guys did too but as long 
as the bad guys’ death toll was higher it all meant something. Mr. Loyalty was 
loyal to his family and his country, and she never knew which took prece-
dence or if they were one in the same to him. But Korea took a part of him, 
a part of their kids, and a part of her: the price people pay for the Greatest 
Country on Earth.

She was so lost in thought and the man sitting across from her was so 
elusive and quiet she barely heard him growl that he had been in the Gulf. He 
pointed to the scar and said, “Knife.”

The woman shook her frail head and stared at the man’s sandals and un-
kempt toenails. “I’m sorry.”

He was probably the same age her husband had been when he decided 
to return to the forces at the beginning of the Korean War. She imagined this 
strange man thrust forty years into the past, clean-shaven, wearing a perfectly 
fitted uniform: tall, muscular, sturdy, marching with his powerful hands, side 
by side with her husband along the Masan River. The man would watch in 
horror as his shorter, coffee-eyed Brother took one step too many with his 
right foot and felt a heart-sinking click under his boot. The momentum of 
Howard’s other leg would move faster than his brain and all would go white, 
then black, then blacker. He would wake up somewhere somehow worse than 
where he last remembered being, filled with frantic doctors and bright over-
head lights. His eyes would see his legs were gone, but his mind wouldn’t 
comprehend. He must have been dead. No. But he was done. War had caught 
up to him, taken its fill, accepted its human sacrifices and spit him out as half 
the man he was the day before.

The morning had quickly become afternoon and the afternoon had more 
quickly become evening. The woman had fed the man and allowed him a 
shower and clean clothes. Her motherly instincts made her consider offering 
him the guest bedroom (which had been her sons’ bedroom ages ago), but 
her better judgment prevented her from taking that leap. The least she could 
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do was offer him a ride somewhere, though she hadn’t the slightest clue where 
this man belonged, if he belonged anywhere. He was grateful for her hospi-
tality and kindness but, with few words, refused her offer.

 “I can’t let you out there in this weather at this time of night. I can take 
you anywhere you want. Anywhere warm.”

The man, who, despite his uncombed hair and beard, looked halfway 
presentable now in her husband’s argyle sweater and khakis (which were both 
a touch too small for his elongated figure, but better than the mosaic of cloth-
ing that he had on earlier), stood by the door hesitantly before quietly thank-
ing her once more and making his exit. She involuntarily grabbed the pea 
coat from the closet and started after him, but he was already gone amidst the 
winter night. She closed the door, laid on the couch, involuntarily wrapped 
herself in the coat, and fell into a deep sleep.

She dreamt of water, the ocean she had come to know for so long. She 
was at the helm of a Victorian Era ship, her young sons riding their bikes on 
the deck. Howard was in the crow’s nest, holding a cup of coffee, wearing his 
pea coat. He looked at her and his ears moved back on his head and his cheeks 
expanded in a close-lipped grin. She returned a half-smile right as he began 
shouting something inaudible, terror in his expression. The crashing waves 
muted all sounds but she could see him pointing toward the sky, which had 
suddenly gone black as his eyes. The ship was now floating in air, approach-
ing the oblivion above. Their children were laughing and climbing the mast 
toward their father, ignorant of the doom ahead. He was motioning for them 
to stop. They climbed and climbed. The ocean rose and formed walls around 
the ship—a bowl of sure destruction. The woman steered the ship this way 
and that but it ascended despite her command. She let go. The ship stopped 
in mid-air and her husband, now adorned in his fatigues, missing his legs, 
stared blankly at her as the crow’s nest detached from the mast and the mast 
detached from the hull in the descent. She watched her husband rise toward 
the black sky and her children remain suspended as she fell and fell and fell… 

The first thing she did upon waking was check outside her window for 
the man. She only saw an empty road and the ocean in the distance. The sky 
was bright and she could almost see the snow evaporating, tiny particles dis-
assembling and rising until the next winter storm.

She decided to take a drive. When she had first married Howard he al-
ways drove, and she preferred the leisure of staring out the window or falling 
asleep until reaching their destination. She was always safe when he was be-
hind the wheel. This of course changed after the army sent him home like 
damaged merchandise: no more use, irreparable, good while it lasted. It was 
her turn to drive from there on out. The man who had come back that day 
was not the man she had married. She could have gotten over his physical 
disfigurement over time (still, it was a horrible sight, unnatural, grotesque), 
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but his demeanor had altered. His eyes had darkened further, his voice had 
lost its lightness, and his ears never moved back on his head again. The coffee 
was rarely on and when it was it quickly went stale. Their children grew up 
with a cripple for a father (had really only known him that way), and their 
classmates would not let them forget it. 

Grace drove without purpose for a while, half searching for the myste-
rious veteran from the day before. She wondered if she’d hallucinated the 
whole thing. She’d seen programs on TV where people, if left alone too long, 
began conjuring up imaginary figures, talking to them for a change instead of 
themselves—though it was the same thing, she supposed. 

Her doctor warned her of these things. She needed more company, she 
needed someone with her for the majority of the day, she needed to eat more 
and do more as if she had control over these things—as if these changes 
would make her any younger, as if they would change the fact that the most 
attention she was now getting was from a man in a white coat whom she 
paid to tell her what she already knew. So she drove and drove and imagined 
Howard in the passenger seat, full of complaints and terse replies. She would 
tell a joke every now and then, but the most she got out of him was a singular 
“hmph” of amusement and a sliver of a smile before he fell asleep and left her 
to amuse herself.

She remembered how they had all tried to make it work after he returned. 
He found a desk job at a contracting firm after several rejections from em-
ployers who were “sorry to inform” him that, essentially, they didn’t care that 
he was a veteran: he had no legs and it didn’t look good in general or, more 
importantly, for their company. But this job, though it strained them finan-
cially, at least allowed him plenty of time to support his kids’ extra-curricular 
activities, which they didn’t seem to appreciate at the time as it only fueled the 
spiteful language from the other boys.

But Gary and Mark loved their father, and they brought some of the 
lightness back into his visage as they grew into men. That lightness faded once 
more as the conflict in Vietnam escalated and they approached the draft age. 
Howard was by no means old then, but the fear of losing his sons to an evil 
war, his lack of physical activity, and overall depression had aged him at least 
ten years. She missed their intimacy, their lost youth together, their dejection 
not with each other but with the unchangeable circumstances before them. 
She knew he was approaching his end, and felt a horrible, sickening combi-
nation of grief and relief as his health slowly failed him.

He held on long enough to see the draft pass over his sons. She knew 
that he would let go only after this, and so he did. After his death, the boys 
became more distant from her and from each other. They had lived up to that 
point to make their father proud, to maintain the lightness in his heart. But 
now he was gone and they were grown and had friends who were dying and 
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murdering overseas, and so they went to school because it was the only other 
thing for boys their age to do. They came home during breaks but stayed out 
of the house as much as they could. When both had graduated they called less 
and less and barely visited at all when they finally settled down. And so Grace 
ended up alone, seen by her sons as the cold creature that never cried once in 
front of them when their father died.

They didn’t know, of course—they were too young to know—that she 
wept and wept for months on end when she heard the news of her husband’s 
injury and when only half of him came home. She wept so much that her 
tears had permanently frozen.

As she saw no sign of the man on her venture, she returned home. The 
pea coat was lying deflated on the couch and the chair she had pulled up the 
night before still faced it. She had left the coffee pot on in the kitchen, and 
for a moment she honestly thought her husband might appear from the living 
room to drink the burnt remains.

Spring was beginning to suck up the last of the slush in Grace’s town. 
Sunday was her grocery day. She didn’t live far from the store, but every now 
and then she would drive the extra ten miles to the larger store the next town 
over. It had better produce, she told herself. She was halfway there when 
a familiar blur passed by her peripheral vision. Her eyes now focused on 
the rearview mirror and she saw a tall figure hunched over on the sidewalk, 
dressed in an argyle sweater and khakis, diminishing as if the road were taking 
him from her memory. 

She abruptly turned down a side street and drove back to see if he was 
still there. She slowed as she approached him, that man who once stood mo-
tionless across from her house. His hair had grown longer, his scar remained, 
and his gait was still unsure. She wanted to pull over, leave the car, and speak 
to him. She wanted him to see her, to smile, to grunt, to say anything. She 
wanted to know his name, what he was doing out there alone, wandering 
like a ghost in her husband’s clothes. She kept driving and rejoined the flow 
of traffic. She turned down another street and took a different route to the 
grocery store. 

She wouldn’t see him again, and if she did she wouldn’t think of stopping. 
What would she have to say to him, and he to her? She thought of their con-
versation so many months before. The most he said after “War” and “knife” 
was that he didn’t know. Every now and then he said something mildly co-
herent, though concise and not memorable. Of course, he said “thank you” a 
few times, before he left. But he kept saying, “I don’t know. I don’t know.” She 
asked him his name, she asked him his age, where he lived, who his friends 
were. “I don’t know.”

And now she thought about all the men like him and like Howard, and 
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all the women like herself, and all the children like Mark and Gary, who all 
didn’t know, who all had nothing to say, who all wandered the streets of their 
lives alone, only comforted by the knowledge that somewhere out there was 
another soul who might happen to wander down the same street and say 
nothing too.
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Pre, Timothy Alden Burger
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DEAN TRIPP

The Poet Imagines 
Himself Leaving 
Home
The Hopi have a word for–

you don’t care. I’ve told you this 

a thousand times. I bled

a cactus, picturing my father. 

I got an erection. I sniffed at what 

he leaked. It was a familiar smell: 

green, sad. Who do we think that we are 

deep down? Man’s no ocean. No orchid. 

Painters tired of their human portraits: 

lying mirrors. I’m bored of writing them. 

The cactus will cry and sputter if you cut

it when it’s dry. I loved that thing.
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DEAN TRIPP

Absolution

These days the wind utters slack-jawed diatribes on every small town. We 
are sick of ourselves yet we don’t wear condoms. Instead we equate loneliness to

symptoms like varicose veins—vomit white prayers
into every survival story. Our homes no more than sad testaments

to cruel ingenuity: relicked frugality. Our children drink from green hosiery 
as it anacondas the perimeter—they hold their noses to the blood-smell of it, 

the rust it drags across their palates. Graffiti patrons watch documentaries on 
Caribbean earthquakes, send as much as they can. Vaguely remember a history 

lesson As soon as coin in coffer rings…From their limousines and Escalades 
they crone through cracked windows Get well soon and Gentrify yourselves. 

My father’s keepsake: a line from Titan’s daughter reads One day we won’t 
fear you, I promise. Your monster will wind away. I can love you then. It can’t kill you all.
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SARAH CHRIST

Every Season Starts 
at Dick’s

“No, I’m telling you, Greg, this cashier is incompetent. I have been standing 
in line forever.” The woman in front of me in line at Target tapped her foot 
and craned her neck towards the front of the line. “She takes ten minutes on 
each transaction. How can her job be that hard?” 

The cashier who was at the front of the line wore a face that screamed 
overwhelmed and was all too familiar. Her fair was frizzing slightly around 
her ears, her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes wide. I smiled at her sadly as I 
moved up to the counter and the woman next to me on the phone went one 
lane over.

“Hey. Crazy day, huh?” I handed her my receipt and started to take my 
return out of the bag.

The cashier shook her head slightly. “You have no idea. It’s been like this 
all day.”

I think of my own job as a cashier at Dick’s Sporting Goods and laugh a 
little. I want to tell her I know exactly what it’s like. I want to pat her hand 
and comfort her, tell her to ignore all the angry customers and that her shift 
will be over soon. But that would seem delusional, so instead I settle for a 
smile and try to be the one nice customer she will receive all day. 

My feet hurt, I couldn’t feel my hands, and I had only been at work for 
two hours. Only seven more to go, I thought, as I continued to mindlessly 
ring up items. It was the day after Christmas, and I had walked into work 
completely unprepared for the chaos awaiting me. I’m not sure what I was 
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expecting. I knew there would be long lines and a decent amount of returns. 
After all, I had been to the mall on December 26th in past years; I was not 
totally new to the retail scene. I laughed at my naïve thoughts as I looked 
up from my register to peer at my line. It stretched halfway down the power 
aisle, the main aisle of our store, and the end was hidden beyond a fixture of 
women’s Nike sweatshirts.

Other cashiers’ lines were spilling out at the bottom of the registers and 
intertwining, making a mass that resembled a mosh pit rather than a civi-
lized retail store. The televisions overhead blasted SportsCenter in a fruitless 
attempt to distract the customers from the long lines and make them forget 
that they hated their Christmas presents. Our store manager was under the 
impression that there was a direct correlation between television volume and 
customer patience. How endless predications of Sunday’s football game were 
supposed to do this was beyond me. The piercing screech of the door alarm 
added to the din as people tried to leave with forgotten sensors on their cloth-
ing. Everywhere I looked, my coworkers’ hands were a blur, scanning items 
and handing over bags as people tapped their feet, wanting to get out of the 
store as quickly as possible. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of 
Andy’s neon shoes sprinting after a customer who forgot to sign for their 
purchase. 

I should have taken the hint of impending doom when my manager, RJ, 
gave me my till back in the cash office. He looked flustered with his button 
down shirt tucked roughly beneath his belt and his glasses sitting slightly 
crooked on his face. Usually when I arrive at work my till is already made and 
shoved into my hands before I am quickly herded to the front of the store. 

Today, RJ flew into the cash office, ten minutes after I punched in, and 
gruffly told me to sit down while he made my till. I didn’t think anything of 
it because that’s just RJ. He likes to pretend he’s mad at the world, when really 
he’s our most lenient manager. Whenever a customer requests to talk to the 
manager on duty because of a price discrepancy and RJ is working, he gets a 
thrill out of it. He’ll laugh to us and say, “Oh, we’ll see about that,” only to 
give the customer exactly what they want five minutes later. We let him get 
away with the tough guy routine because we like him. RJ was done with the 
till by the time I signed out my radio and placed it on my ear.

“We’re starting at $400 today, Bud,” he said as I took the green bag out 
of his hands.

That should have been my second sign. Normally, our tills start with 
$200 worth of change in the drawer for returns or to break bills if someone 
is annoying enough to give us a one hundred dollar bill at ten in the morn-
ing. I didn’t think anything of it though. I just nodded then headed towards 
the registers up front. I was pointed to the front register facing the entrance 
doors that really wasn’t a register. We never use it any other time of the year 
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because you have to type your employee numbers into the computer after ev-
ery transaction and the open light doesn’t work. Not to mention that during 
the winter you get blasted with a face full of biting cold wind every time 
someone walks into the store. During the holiday season, we have no other 
choice but to use it. 

I quickly found out why the starting amount was $400 instead of $200. 
In the two hours I had been there, all of my transactions had been returns 
except maybe five. Customers seemed to think because I was the front register, 
I was the customer service desk and therefore the only place that they could 
take their returns. My hanger box was overflowing and returned items were 
starting to fall into the register line behind me. We are supposed to take our 
own returns over to the bins on the other side of the front end, where other 
associates pick them up and bring them back to their respective departments. 
However, I was afraid if I left my register the customers might start a riot. The 
woman next in line with the stroller and a fistful of receipts looked particu-
larly vicious.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I imagined her muttering in exasperation 
to the woman behind her. The other customer would agree and together 
they would laugh bitterly as I struggled through the crowd with a handful of 
returns.

“I’ve been here for forty-five minutes,” the woman would say, shaking her 
head. “Do they think I have nothing better to do than wait in line all day?”

I shook my head at the thought; someone was bound to defend me if that 
were to happen, right? I looked up at my line again. It was still twisting down 
the power aisle and the air was so thick with impatience, I could taste it. They 
would eat me alive, I thought as I looked back down to the register. 

“Miss, miss, excuse me? Excuse me!” 
I looked up from the computer to find an older man trying to fight for 

my attention through a family returning a lacrosse net. I had stopped listen-
ing and started to tune everyone out about an hour ago. You can only listen 
to employees bicker on the radio in one ear and customers complain about 
long lines in the other for so long before you start to go completely insane.

“Yes, can I help you?” I asked while trying to figure out where exactly 
I was going to fit the lacrosse net in my heaping pile of returns. Maybe if I 
moved the boot dryer underneath the pile of clothes, I could fit it next to the 
plastic bags. 

“I have a return,” the man said, holding up a plastic bag, “but I want to do 
an exchange. Should I carry the bag through the store with me or—”

Yeah, that was going to have to work. I scooped the pile of clothes off the 
ground and pushed the boot dryer over with my toe.

“You can just leave the bag up here on the counter, and then come back 
when you find what you want to exchange and I can do that for you.”
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The response came automatically. I don’t know how many times I’d said it 
before. We have a problem with theft, so our store manager doesn’t want peo-
ple carrying bags through the store even if they have a receipt. The standard 
procedure is to have them leave their bags on the front register which is usu-
ally unoccupied. It didn’t cross my mind that I was working at that register 
today and having bags on the counter might be inconvenient. I pushed the 
bag as far to the right as possible and continued to check people out. Nor-
mally, I enjoy the chaos of work. It keeps me entertained during nine hour 
shifts and helps the time go by faster. But I wouldn’t even classify what I was 
witnessing as chaos anymore. It was like the apocalypse had been predicted 
for tomorrow and you would only be safe if you got exactly what you wanted 
from Dick’s Sporting Goods. 

A half hour later—or was it an hour, maybe two—the older man showed 
back up in my line with his exchange. He stood at the counter staring at me 
and waiting for the recognition to hit. It didn’t. I’ve always been bad with 
faces, especially at work. I see so many people each day, and half the time I’m 
not looking at their face. I concentrate on things like the register, their receipt, 
and trying to fit their items into a bag. 

“I had the bag with the exchange,” the man finally said when I started to 
ring him out and it was clear I was not putting together the pieces. “I left my 
bag right here on the counter.”

I looked to where he was pointing, the counter was clear. I didn’t panic 
yet. I figured I had accidently put the bag with the rest of the returns in my 
hanger box or someone had moved it to the bins in the corner. At this point, 
I honestly did not even remember having a conversation with the man. I 
thought he had interacted with Drew, our customer engagement specialist. 
As CES, Drew’s job was to greet people as they enter the store, direct them, 
and take care of their bags when they have a return.

“What item are you returning?” I asked.
“A pair of spandex leggings for running. They’re black.”
I could tell the man was getting agitated, but that didn’t faze me. I had 

just gotten yelled at by another customer who had been waiting to talk to a 
manager for fifteen minutes. They seemed to think that I had control over my 
manager’s actions and that he had nothing better to do than talk to them. I 
started to rummage through my hanger bin looking for a pair of black span-
dex. They were nowhere to be found.

“Hold on just a moment while I go and see where Drew placed your bag.”
“I didn’t talk to Drew,” the man sneered, “I talked to you.”
I froze while reaching down into the hanger box and looked at the man 

in confusion. My mind reeled backwards trying to remember talking to the 
man, or even taking his bag. It didn’t sound slightly familiar.

 “Drew!” I yelled calling him over, “This customer says he left a bag up 
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here on my register for an exchange, do you remember seeing anything like 
that?”

Before Drew could answer, the customer started to raise his voice, “Oh, 
he ‘says’ that he did this, huh?”

I turned to the customer and, remembering that I was at work and for 
some unknown reason the customer is always right, I bit back a retort. “Sir, 
I’m not implying that you are lying. I’m sure that you did hand me the bag. I 
just don’t remember this, so I am trying to figure out what happened.”

I hoped that no one noticed the strain in my voice. 
 “I’ll go look in the return bins for you, Sarah,” Drew said reassuringly. 

We had worked together over the summer and become friends. We always 
backed each other up when customers decided to pit wars against us.

I continued to search through my pile of returns while Drew went to 
look in the bins; boot dryer, Under Armor sweatshirt, running sneakers, 
sports bra. I knew the spandex weren’t in there, but it gave me something to 
do rather than stare into the angry face of my customers. My register line was 
still halfway down the power aisle and the other customers were beginning 
to become irritated. I saw a man in a business suit glance at his watch and a 
woman behind him sigh heavily. 

The customer with the exchange started to threaten me, “If you lost my 
bag…”

I tuned him out and instead decided to let the chatter over the radio fill 
my eardrums. I was starting to panic. Where the hell did I put this man’s bag? 
Why didn’t I remember this happening? 

Drew came back and shook his head. “Nothing over there.”
The man exploded with frustration. My heart began to beat fast and I 

felt my face flush. Drew met my gaze and raised his eyebrows clearly saying 
This guy needs to calm down. My face must have looked terrified because Drew 
patted my back gently and walked around the counter to talk to the customer. 
As he tried to calm him down, I gripped the counter tightly and took a deep 
breath. I didn’t know what to do. Even if I didn’t remember it, I had lost this 
man’s return. I was going to get into so much trouble. I was going to get fired. 
How would I pay for college? Thinking about the list of books I needed to 
buy for next semester made my knees weaken. All of a sudden RJ appeared 
next to me. He was looking down into my hanger bin trying to find some-
thing. I glanced at the man, who was still ranting to Drew and pointing at 
me, and then I turned to RJ.

“RJ, this customer had a return that he put on my counter to go look for 
an exchange. When he came back the bag with the return was no longer on 
the counter. I don’t know what to do.”

RJ looked up at me then over at the counter, “Well, where is the bag?”
If I hadn’t been so worried about getting fired, I would have laughed. 
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RJ is a great manager, but he is not the best at listening when you talk. Half 
the time he asks you questions that you already answered in the first place. I 
normally don’t mind, but I could feel the glares of twenty different customers 
boring into the back of my head.

I kept it simple. “We don’t know. That’s the problem.”
RJ reached down and picked up a pair of shoes from the ground. He 

opened the box and picked up the right shoe, examining it. He shook his 
head then said to me, “Look in the return bins in the corner.” He walked 
away quickly, still holding open the box of shoes and muttering to himself.

I watched him zigzag through the crowd to the other side of the front 
end. Well, that’s real helpful, I thought. The man was back in my face repeat-
ing again and again, “Well what the hell are we going to do about this!”

My store manager, Todd, appeared next to me, giving me an excuse not 
to answer the customer. Todd reached over my head to grab the stapler off 
my counter. I opened my mouth and began to explain the situation to him. 
The customer still hadn’t stopped complaining. He was now ranting about 
how I had ruined his trust in Dick’s Sporting Goods. I tuned him out and 
concentrated on getting the story right. Before I got halfway through the 
explanation, Todd took one look at the customer whining, rolled his eyes, 
and then walked away. I was too shocked to form a response initially. First RJ, 
now Todd. Wasn’t it their jobs to help me? I think back to my final interview 
before I got hired. 

“You’ll never have to deal with customers yelling at you,” Todd had said, 
“That’s not your job, it’s ours.” 

That’s funny, I thought as I turned back to face my angry customer. I was 
going to have to make the decision about what to do.

“Sir, I’m sorry but someone must have grabbed your bag accidentally off 
the counter,” I said much calmer than I felt, “I’m going to do a no receipt 
return and give you an even exchange for the new item. I’m just going to need 
to see your driver’s license first.” 

“Why do you need my driver’s license? Why am I being punished for your 
mistake?” 

I took a deep breath. “I’m still going to give you an even exchange, but 
for no receipt returns we are required to enter driver license information.”

The man narrowed his eyes. “But I had a receipt in the bag.” 
I repeated myself again. He was either very unintelligent or was simply 

refusing to understand what I was saying. Finally, he grabbed his driver’s li-
cense out of his wallet and chucked it at the counter. I picked the ID up and 
started entering the information into the register as quickly as possible.

“I don’t like that you’re entering my information into the system,” he 
snapped, tapping his finger against the computer screen.

I resisted the urge to smack his hand away. Instead, I explained that it was 
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just procedure in case we needed to contact him. He did not like that idea.
“Are there little trucks sitting outside taking my information? Where are 

they sending it?” He demanded to know hitting his knuckles against the 
counter.

I scanned the spandex he was exchanging and threw it into a bag. I 
pressed the enter button and the printer started to spit out a receipt. I shoved 
both that and the driver’s license at him. “It’s strictly for our systems only, Sir. 
We don’t share customer information with any other companies.”

The man snatched the bag off the counter and stormed out the door 
muttering words like ridiculous and poor customer service. I watched him 
go thinking that he had never worked a day of retail in his life before. The 
man in the business suit was next in line and slammed his return onto the 
counter. He was on his Bluetooth and was talking logistics while staring off 
into the distance. He didn’t bother to look at me, much less say hi. I grabbed 
his receipt to scan and looked towards the scoreboard clock on the back wall 
of the store. Five more hours, I thought as I took his Northface out of the bag 
and asked if there was anything wrong with it. He continued to talk logistics 
and turned around to look out the front doors. I might as well have been 
talking to a brick wall. The cash drawer popped open and I began to count 
out his refund. I grabbed the bills roughly, like they were the ones yelling at 
me and being rude. 

“Sarah,” RJ’s voice came over the radio, “head to lunch after you’re done 
with your customer.” 

I leaned over to flick my open light off, and a wave of grumbles built like 
a nuclear cloud over my register. Drew appeared at the front of my line and 
started to usher everyone to other cashiers. Customers leaned around Drew’s 
big form, trying to catch a glimpse of me at my register and figure out what 
emergency had prompted my light to be turned off. I handed the refund over 
to the man in the suit and bolted towards the back of the store. I kept my 
head down and tried to avoid making eye contact with any customers. With 
any luck, I would make it to the break room unscathed. I pushed through 
the ‘Employees Only’ door and breathed a sigh of relief. My coworkers sitting 
at the table look defeated; one had her head resting face first into her hands, 
one was staring off into space, and another was stabbing at his pasta angrily.

“I need to get out of here,” I muttered, walking over to my locker.
I grabbed my keys and headed for the door. I had some Christmas pres-

ents I could return at Target during my hour break. That meant dealing with 
traffic, but I also would be able to get fresh air.

When I arrived at Target, the lines were just as bad. I crammed into the 
back of customer service and started to search for my receipt. The woman in 
front of me in line was talking on her cell phone loudly and I paused mid-
search as I overheard her conversation on the phone.
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“No, I’m telling you, Greg, this cashier is incompetent. I have been stand-
ing in line forever.” The woman tapped her foot and craned her neck towards 
the front of the line. “She takes ten minutes on each transaction. How can 
her job be that hard?”

I narrowed my eyes at her as I listened to the conversation. Even after 
spending the last couple hours dealing with angry customers, I couldn’t quite 
believe my ears. This lady was at the end of the line, she couldn’t have been 
waiting for more than five minutes. Her level of impatient was disgusting. I 
spent the rest of my time in line listening to her complain to her husband and 
resisting the urge to slap the phone out of her hand. By the time we got to 
the front of the line, I was biting my tongue to keep from pointing out how 
judgmental, rude, and inconsiderate she was being. She moved to the next 
open cashier and I glared at her as she walked away.

“I can help the next person in line,” a cashier called to me as I watched the 
woman slam her bag onto the counter. Her mouth was moving mile a minute, 
no doubt complaining about the wait. 

The cashier who called me over wore a face that screamed overwhelmed 
and was all too familiar. Her fair was frizzing slightly around her ears, her 
cheeks were flushed, and her eyes wide. I smiled at her sadly as I moved up 
to the counter.

“Hey. Crazy day, huh?” I handed her my receipt and started to take my 
return out of the bag.

The cashier shook her head slightly. “You have no idea. It’s been like this 
all day.”

“Yeah, I work over at Dick’s Sporting Goods across the street. It’s been the 
same over there. People are nuts,” I added glancing over at the woman who 
had been complaining to her husband. 

The cashier handed over my refund and pushed a receipt at me to sign. 
“It’s like they forget it’s the day after Christmas,” she said in a lowered voice, 
like she was afraid someone might overhear her. 

I laughed as I picked up the pen and signed the slip. That was the exact 
same thought I had been having all day.

“Have a good rest of your day.” The cashier smiled at me as I handed over 
the signed slip.

I stashed my receipt into my wallet and zipped it into my purse. “Yeah, 
you too. I hope you survive!” The cashier thanked me and I smiled at her as 
I walked away. On my way out the exit, I passed the woman at the counter. 
She was harassing the cashier and demanding to know why she couldn’t get 
her refund in cash rather than store credit. I let the door slam behind me and 
the woman’s screeching voice was drowned out.  

Was I missing the difficulty of being nice to people? I just had a friendly 
conversation with my cashier, and I wasn’t wounded as far as I could tell. I 
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step into my car and close the door. Twenty minutes until my break was over. 
I heave a sigh and pull the car into drive. As I pull into the Dick’s parking lot, 
I stare up at the store and consider crawling under my car and hiding there. I 
know that wouldn’t work, that my managers would notice my absence. But 
the idea sounds nice. I sit in the silence of the car, away from the din of regis-
ters and customer voices that was sure to circle my head as soon as I stepped 
foot into the store. I close my eyes and prepare myself to pretend that the 
customer is always right for the next couple hours; even though they’re not. 
Not by a long shot. 



57

Ponte Vecchio, Lexi Hannah



58

 CHRISTINA MORTELLARO

Chipped Polish and 
Hidden Cigarettes
There was a knock at the door: two loud thuds and after a pause, three small, 
consecutive hits. John opened the door to discover Prudence. His ex was 
anything but. Today her constantly-changing hair was a shade of aubergine 
that reminded him of her old vegetable garden. Her stockings looked new 
but were still (slightly) ripped like the strong muscles beneath the fabric. He 
thought about how she kicked a hole in the apartment wall with her Doc 
Martens during their last fight. 

But today, today she stood there, eggplant hair and cardigan-clad, with 
a loaf of French bread underneath one arm and a bottle of wine in the other. 

“Bonjour, mon ami!” she exclaimed amicably. She drew in closer with 
strawberry lips and left the juices on both of his cheeks. 

“Hey… it’s such a surprise,” he said, rubbing the lipstick off his stubble 
with the back of his hand. 

“I know, right? Who would have thought you’d see me again?” She paused 
and waited for a response. There was none. “Anyways, I brought libations.” 
She walked past him into the apartment calling out in the other room, 

“Where’s the corkscrew?”
This is it, he thought. I’m going to die. Prudence is going to get me drunk, 

break the empty bottle of cabernet—or was it pinot... 
“Found it!” The sound of the cork blasting off sounded like a gun. Her 

singing voice was so flat that even “Frère Jacques” changed to a menacing mi-
nor tone as it wafted through the apartment. John watched her hips swing as 
she strode into the kitchen. He contemplated leaving his own apartment, but 
he thought about how he couldn’t very well leave Prudence here by herself, 
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especially if Jill came home sooner than anticipated. He watched her lean 
over the sink to wash her hands, remembering the last time she was bent over 
in that spot. He turned around and shook the thought from his head. 

“Hey, Jack,” she said, popping up behind him holding two full glasses. He 
jumped. “Why are you still standing there?” She tilted her head to the side. 

He gathered courage and asked, “Why are you here?”
She opened her mouth, but before she could reply he stalked away to the 

bathroom. In the re-designed sea scape room, he lifted the window. Searching 
behind the towels in the closet, he found his pack of cigarettes and lighter. It 
had been six months since his last drag. As he flicked the smoldering ash off 
of the second floor, he knew that if Jill caught him, she would bitch because 
she was allergic to the smoke and could smell “everything, Johnny.” 

But, these were desperate times. He hadn’t seen Prudence in a little over a 
year. When he broke up with her, he felt a constant, aimless feeling. What was 
he doing with his life? Four years out of college and he wasn’t even remotely 
working in his field. His student loan debt weighed down on his wallet. He 
needed to pay the bills, but in order to do that without having a steady career 
John accrued multiple part-time jobs: bartender, cashier, toll booth guy, cus-
todian, etc. During one point in their relationship, he held three jobs down 
at once, never saw Prudence, and the void he felt only grew larger. 

John figured that if Prudence could just get her shit together, maybe he 
could, too. Maybe they could move in together, save money on rent, search 
for ‘real’ jobs, eventually get married—just do anything that would stop him 
from feeling so confused. And he had tried to tell Prudence in so many words 
what he felt. 

During their last fight, he only broached her part first—how he wanted 
her to be more serious. She started crying and said that John sounded like her 
parents. What was he going to say next? That she was wasting her potential 
too? She wouldn’t stop talking to let John tell her why he felt that way, why he 
needed to feel grounded, so in the middle of her hysterics, he said, “Prudence, 
I can’t do this anymore.” In response, she kicked the hole in his wall. 

 He took one last drag after he thought about her leaving that last time, 
threw the cigarette out of the window, and put his pack and lighter back in 
their hiding spots. Then he sprayed the room with Jill’s air-compressed lav-
ender and gardenias.

He found Prudence looking out of place sitting on his new, solid couch, 
looking at a photo album of a picnic in Central Park. Last time she was at 
the apartment, the only furniture in the living room was a beaten-up or-
ange-plaid couch from the ’70s with broken springs and mysterious green 
stains, a couple of TV-tables, and a 16-inch television on top of a bookshelf 
(both were found on the curb to be thrown out). Now there was IKEA fur-
niture, a new paint job (“Sun Shower” to be specific), and equally-spaced out 
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paintings of giraffes. Prudence’s hand lingered next to the photograph that 
showed a couple clinking their water bottles together like champagne. She 
didn’t notice him nearby, but he saw the muscles in her hand tense up on the 
page. He cleared his throat and she looked up. 

“Why are you here?” he repeated. “What do you want? Okay, last time 
I saw you, you told me—let me quote you—to ‘fuck yourself, you fucking 
fuck-face.’” 

Prudence took a sip of her wine. “Hm. I think I do remember that. I 
probably could have come up with better insults—stuff about goblin toenails, 
unsightly back hair, and that stupid expression you make when you’re insult-
ed. Yeah, that face you’re making right now. I just want to put a Popsicle in 
there or something.” She laughed to herself.

“You need to leave.” John closed the photo-album on the table.
“God, it’s just a joke. And no. Not until we clear the air,” she said as she 

waved the air with her hand. John realized it wouldn’t be easy to make her 
leave. “I want to move on. Clearly, you have, based on the picture of you and 
that tiny, tan blonde holding the Evian. First thing first—when did you start 
drinking water out of plastic bottles? Your eyes almost literally shot daggers 
at me when I brought in a Dasani one day. And second, what’s her name?”

Ignoring the first part of her question, he said, “Jill.”
“How cute. Jack and Jill. Aren’t they brother and sister though? Creepy.”
“I think you mean Hansel and Gretel,” he said.
“No, I mean Jack and Jill. I know Hansel and Gretel are siblings.”
“Please, Prudence. Stop with the jokes. I go by John now anyways. You’re 

the only one who called me Jack.” He straightened his shirt, and she picked 
at the dirt underneath her fingernails.

 He sat down on the cushion next to her, unsure of where to look. He 
bit down on one of his hangnails and looked at the floor, noticing for the 
first time that there were carpet lines from Jill’s vacuuming. He felt uneasy 
seeing the neat carpet against Prudence’s scuffed shoes so instead he looked 
at Prudence’s hands. Once upon a time he had them memorized—the mole 
on the side of her middle finger when she flipped him off, the callouses from 
gripping her pen too tight, the small curve in her pinky finger (“It’s artistic!”), 
the constantly-chipped clear polish on her nails that created depth even in 
shallow nail beds. But now he looked for the mole, and he couldn’t find it in 
her fidgeting hands. Today there was light purple nail polish on her fingers. 

“You’re different,” he said. 
She looked up and slightly smiled. “Aren’t we all now? I don’t remem-

ber you ever wearing those stuffy button-downs before.” She pointed to his 
pressed shirt and then raised her hands. “Or drinking out of plastic water 
bottles! Crazy! I guess you did get more serious.”

“Yeah, work clothes. I’m actually doing some ad-design work with an 
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agency.” He half-smiled, unsure if Prudence would judge him and think he 
sold out to corporate. Well, she’s probably already thinking that just from the 
looks of this place.

 Prudence rested one hand on her chin and said, “Well, I’ve got this job 
as a secretary—excuse me, an ‘administrative assistant,’ at this up-scale tattoo 
parlor.” John’s eyes widened and she smiled. She touched his forearm. “It’s 
pretty great. I take client appointments and write down what sort of tattoo 
they want. The guy’s a genius. You should see his work.” She pulled up her 
sleeve to reveal a small but intricate willow tree on her forearm. “Isn’t it beau-
tiful?”

John looked up at Prudence, who was looking at her arm. He nodded 
even though she couldn’t really see it. 

“Jack, you said I’m different. So what did you think was different about 
me?” she asked as she rolled down her sleeve. 

“Where’s the mole?” 
“I thought you were going to say my bangs. What mole?”
“Yeah, I guess the purple hair. The mole on your finger.”
“Oh, that.” She swatted the air and her hand landed on John’s hand. “Fate 

decided to slice it off.” She gulped her wine. “I’ll be right back,” she said and 
patted her stomach.

His hands started to itch. The memory of his body touching hers made 
his muscles ache for her contact. He pictured his fingers laced with hers back 
on his old couch and how it led him to think what they looked like laced 
above her head in his bed… The toilet flushed and he shook those thoughts 
aside by stretching his hand. He closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened 
his eyes, Prudence stood with a cigarette dangling from her mouth as casual 
as a kid with a cherry Blowpop. 

“Um, you can’t smoke in here. You have to put that out,” he said.
 She narrowed her eyes. “You’re so weird now. Why are you hiding them 

behind your towels?”
He sighed. “I quit. Jill doesn’t like cigarettes because she’s allergic. I hav-

en’t smoked them in six months since she began to—”
“Began to what? And that’s bullshit. I can smell tobacco on you and in the 

bathroom mixed with that God-awful Febreeze.” She puffed and blew out a 
tarnished silver cloud. 

“Began to live here—Jill, I mean. She lives with me.” He rubbed the back 
of his neck with his still-aching palm. “You really need to put that out.” 

“I could have figured. Jack, your bathroom has decorative seashell soap!” 
She laughed, ignoring his request, and puffed on the cigarette again. Jill’s au-
tomatic air freshener in the living room puffed out a burst of fragrance at the 
same time. “And you have organized photo-albums. For Chrissake, you’re in a 
button-down shirt and you only used to wear t-shirts. Or there’s the fucking 
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giraffe paintings. Giraffes!” She wagged the cigarette between her forefinger 
and middle finger, pointing it at the painting of a giraffe eating leaves. He 
reached for the smoldering stick in Prudence’s hand but it fell, plummet-
ing down to the freshly-vacuumed floor. John had few choices before it hit 
the ground: the cigarette could burn the carpet and Jill would know he was 
smoking or he could catch the cigarette and hope it wouldn’t burn him. 

“Sonuvabitch!” he yelled as he caught it, ember-ended facing his palm. 
Then he immediately dropped the cigarette to the floor. 

“Jesus, Jack. Let me help you,” Prudence said. “Go to the sink and run 
some cold water over it.” He grumbled and did so in the kitchen while she 
threw out the cigarette in the garbage. He heard cabinets being opened and 
stock being moved around and then eventually an “Aha!” In came Prudence 
with a heavy, wet towel cradling a bottle of ibuprofen and a box of bandages. 

John stared at the rushing water. “It’s not that bad. I don’t need all of that.” 
The cold water caressed his burning hand like Prudence used to. He re-

membered being pressed against her in the sunken couch cushions while she 
held his hand during The Ring. All he wanted was for the pain to subside 
and for her to touch his hand again. Just once. He looked down at her hand, 
mole-free, and wondered if it felt the same. 

“Why do you keep looking at my hand?” she asked, kicking his leg mod-
erately hard to get his attention. He didn’t respond. “Maybe I should just go.” 
She put the French bread under her arm again. She began to walk away, and 
he turned around and grabbed her arm with his unscathed hand. “Jack…” 
She sighed. 

He pulled her closer and laced his fingers in hers. It was not the aching 
hand, but somehow it relieved his pain, so he turned off the water and faced 
her. She had to crane her head a little to see his eyes. His other hand worked 
to free her top cardigan buttons from their holes as he said, “I still want to 
be—” but she cut him off by taking the loaf of bread and smacking him in 
the face. 

She squinted her eyes and looked away from him. Prudence held tears 
back, but not enough to stop a glossy sheen from painting her eyeballs. She 
gripped the bread and despite the hearty slap, he still held onto her hand. 

“I’m not here to get you back, okay? You have a girlfriend. A lovely Jill 
who hates smoking, loves the sea and giraffes, and you. And I—I had the 
mole removed from my hand shortly after we broke up. They thought it was 
cancerous. The one you asked me about.” She let go of his hand and he stared 
at her. “Stop it, it wasn’t. But I wanted to talk. You were my friend—maybe 
my best friend. I don’t know.” She ran her fingers through her hair. 

“Prudence—I don’t know what you want from me. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m fine,” she said mostly to herself while re-button-

ing her cardigan. “I shouldn’t have come. But—but I just missed you.” She 
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looked up and sighed out, “I’m not in love with you, Jack. But I do love you.” 
She waited for a response but he kept staring at her hand like all of a sudden, 
the thing that was most familiar to him was now the most alien appendage. 

“When you broke up with me, you said you needed someone more serious. 
‘Stop dyeing your hair pink and green. Do something normal for once in 
your life. Why do you try to be such a goddamned individual?’ I have a good 
memory too, you know. And so I stopped dyeing my hair bright colors and 
stuck with this purple here—I’ve been told it looks like kind of natural. You 
know, if purple was a natural hair color. Anyways, I stopped with the crazy 
clothes and attitude for the most part too.”

“You changed for me?” He smiled.
“No, I didn’t fucking change for you. I didn’t change at all. I’m still a 

goddamned individual but now I look all right to work in an office,” she said. 
There was a pause. He tried to grab her free hand again but she put it in her 
skirt pocket.

“You’re right.” He shrugged his shoulders. “This was a mistake. It always 
was.” He scratched his head. “I’d appreciate you leaving before Jill gets home 
from the gym.” 

Prudence rolled her eyes and John expected her to slip in some sarcastic 
remark about Jill being one of those girls. Instead she bit the inside of her lip 
and walked out of the apartment, French bread in hand. Before closing the 
door behind her, Prudence said, “Goodbye, John.” The door thudded behind 
her. 

John stared at the door knowing that she was not going to return again. 
He had started a new life with Jill. It was one that was less dramatic and 
didn’t end in shouting, a flip of the finger, and a thud of the door at the end 
of the night. One where he had stability. He sat on the couch and finished 
Prudence’s glass of wine and then his. 

It was cabernet, he thought. Nursing the bottle of wine in one hand, he 
reached out his other, trying to picture Jill’s hands in his. He thought hers 
were small and smooth—imperfection free. As he bent his fingers, he didn’t 
feel any lingering ghost, but just his bent fingers touching his palms. He took 
a swig.

If Jill walked in, it would look really strange that her Johnny was clench-
ing his fist, holding a bottle of wine. She would run over to him, glistening 
from her work-out, and open his palm to hold his hand. When she saw the 
burn, she’d be concerned and ask if he was all right. Then she’d see the ash 
on the carpet and smell the air. When her Johnny replied that he felt nothing 
there at all, her next words would be: “We’re throwing the cigarettes out now.”
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LUCIA LOTEMPIO

The Heart as an 
Autoclave
He says you smell as warm as elevator buttons
& set a precedent for fertilizing
sealed mason jar orchards,
predicated upon flooding basements
with cement. He had tired of love 

being your partiality for tops of gas station muffins 
& his bottoms—barbers catalog their daughters
with bulk cigarettes & pepper-spray. Count

on eyelashes the times his mother saturates
his steam, flaring the mechanism’s pressure, 
& hemingways her will. Overwhelmed

by drowsy mumblings between sliced waves 
of overall tags & clouded VCR chronicles,
he startles at your bacteria 
buzzing in the autoclave: his blood & foam 
congeal, cake down leg hair—split 
grainy scab pockets off
to stick your teeth, bottom to top.
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LUCIA LOTEMPIO

Rolodexed Apologies 
for My Ex-Girlfriends
(f ) I’m participating in electroshock therapy to not look for you in the clumps
of smokers outside our building—withholding so I can savor the runs 
in your nylons & how your swollen pencil circles close & open from the bottom.

(g) Kindergarten: my addiction to the coat closet, hiding to scare all the girls—you piss steady-
quick on your stirrup pants, darkening like elephants getting hosed down at the zoo. 
It smells onto a lunch box & the linoleum. I steal my sister’s Mickey Mouse watch 
for you, his tangled arms windmilling—how dad candyboxes mom.

(h) I decide to watch the cursed Atlantis VHS with you: every girl who has potatobug-curled 
on my lap as it starts has dumped me the next week. I fuck you over the couch arm while it 
rewinds. 

(i) On the subway you thumb your pill through the foil with a soft pop 
& drop it. At dinner you take it calm with their cheapest shot. You say, I try to take it 
every day. I say, Try?

(j) We are banned from that Whole Foods—caught in the women’s restroom, sink-washing 
parking lot bird shit out of your hair with paper towel crumbs & coke-fizz handsoap. 
You were Coney Island: a place I’ve never been, but imagine abhors being written about.
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PAM HOWE

The Truth Chair
His apartment is about a forty-minute walk from yours—up Santa Monica, 
over to Hollywood, down La Brea—but you don’t mind the heat. Who needs 
an expensive gym membership, you tell yourself. Besides, these long walks 
between your apartment and Lenny’s give you time to think, to analyze, and 
you’ve needed that lately. Something’s been different these last few weeks. 
You’re not quite sure what it is or what it means but you better figure it out—
this friendship means too much to you. 

You cut up Third, anticipating the automatic doors of that store Fancy 
Pants for Men (or something) where you will walk a little slower than normal, 
stop, taste the sudden blast of air conditioning as it shoots you in the face, 
arms, chest, legs. The thin wisps of hair covering your body stand in formal 
gratitude of the sudden chill. Imagine yourself a modern-day Marilyn, posing 
in your ex’s army-green cargo pants, your cotton camisole, flip-flops. The cool 
air loosens you from your sticky skin. 

On Detroit, a bright red electric sign winks the word GARAGE and you 
can’t help but notice that first two neon letters have blown out. The flashing 
R-A-G-E pleases you, as if some secret message was being sent from someone, 
somewhere, who has more information than you—someone who knows the 
whole story. It’s just like the time someone shot out the S in the Shell station 
across the street from your apartment. An old prank for sure, but for weeks 
that first summer in Los Feliz—when you fought insomnia and hadn’t made 
friends yet, when you’d climb out onto your fire escape and smoke cloves all 
night—the glowing H-E-L-L beamed steadily at you like neon smoke signals 
of some shared understanding. 

Then again, maybe your fondness for neon is just simple nostalgia for 
the dancing hula girls of the Midwestern motels of your youth, or the fleet-
ing promises of Nevada’s Gold-For-Cash shops of someone else’s. The flash 
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of a long lost face sparks in your mind, but you push it all away. You move 
forward with only a backwards glance as the RAGE flashes, thinking: if only 
I had a camera.

If only you owned a camera. Well, if only you owned a camera that works. 
There are four somewhere in your apartment. Not one of them actually takes 
pictures, but other than that they’re perfectly good. Seems a waste to throw 
them away when someday you’ll meet someone who fixes them and wish you 
still had all those almost-perfectly-good cameras. You think of your Canon 
callback this morning. Cross your fingers; you could use a national right 
about now. The residuals from your Eggo have dwindled to less than SAG 
dues. You need a good pharm commercial, something for blood pressure or 
mood disorders. Those commercials run all the time—set you up for life. 

You’re still fantasizing about all the things you’d buy with a decent erec-
tile-dysfunction gig when you see it: an elegantly handsome black leather 
Eames chair. It’s precariously posed on the curb with a sign duck-taped on its 
back, the word FREE scrawled across a piece of lined yellow legal pad shaking 
in the breeze. Your heart flickers for a second, the way it would if the Mega-
Millions lady pulled your lucky numbers, but you hold back because you’re 
not that kind of girl—lucky, that is. Upon closer inspection you notice a 
crack in the chair’s base, but that’s what they invented Krazy Glue for, or Go-
rilla Glue, or was it hot glue? Well, there’s that Home Depot off St. Andrews, 
right on your way home; they’d know for sure.

Next to the chair, in the grass, is an old empty birdcage, a toaster oven 
with no door, a dusty old black-and-white, a rolled oriental, and a heavy met-
al filing cabinet. There’s a couch and a steamer trunk and the old end table 
and, yes, as a matter of fact, you have seen this all before. You wonder why 
he’s throwing out all his stuff. Is Lenny moving? Did Lenny move? Did he 
win the lottery himself and buy all new stuff? Is he even okay? Could he have 
hurt himself? You started to worry the minute you started to wonder because 
he’s not always—what’s the term—“emotionally stable.” But at the same time, 
you have always loved that chair of his. Should you leave the chair then come 
back when you discover he’s fine, just being—what’s that other term—“ec-
centric?” If you wait, it might be gone. 

Then again, do you really need another chair?
It’s the FREE that gets you, every time. The sign may say FREE but the 

words you read are limitless potential. You’re crafty; you can rewire, refin-
ish, re-whatever anything. You imagine yourself at the next dinner party you 
throw (the first dinner party you throw) saying, “Oh, that? Found it on the 
street; all it needed was a little re-working.” The problem is that even the best 
intentions don’t make things right, and that night stand next to your bed is 
still not fixed. The one with one leg that’s slightly shorter than the others, 
barely noticeable (except when you set a glass of water down at night and 



68

wake up with a wet pillow). Yeah, you gotta fix that. You have swatches of 
delicate fabric for the someday when you get a sewing machine, old records 
for the someday you get a record player, vintage ties for the someday you get 
a boyfriend, the list goes on. Let fate decide it; if it’s still there when you leave, 
it’s a sign. 

Buzz yourself in. The door code hasn’t changed in the three years since 
he first gave it to you. Take the stairs but stand outside his apartment before 
knocking, work out a game plan to inquire about the furniture outside. Do 
not just come out and ask, because that’s what he wants. You’ve been friends 
long enough to know that. He’s like a child that way—his erratic behavior 
only encouraged by concern. Listen. He is crooning a Chet Baker song be-
hind the door and it makes you smile. You picture him holding a wooden 
spoon to his mouth like a microphone, an intentionally blurred memory.

Lenny opens the door with a smile that crinkles the sides of his face. The 
smell of crisp duck skin rushes at you. Sizzles seep from the kitchen, the 
sound of melting fat from fowl bubbling into a shallow baking pan of lemons 
and rosemary. It hits you—the singing, his smile, his cooking, his mood—he 
must’ve signed on for another season. He was worried he’d asked for too 
much, but his agent assured him, you assured him. Everyone loves the show; 
they love his food, they love his insane antics and impromptu songs about 
Loch Ness Monsters and sleepwalking sloths. People love to laugh in the 
kitchen. People love to laugh.

You want to congratulate him, but wait until he tells you. Don’t ask, in 
case you’re wrong. His moods are so fragile. Change the subject in your mind. 
You scramble for your clever opening remarks but your stomach beats you to 
it with an audible longing for duck fat-fried fingerlings. You’re embarrassed. 
You might be blushing, and that’s definitely not cool. Quick, say something, 
cover with an insult. 

“Damn, Lenny, you cookin’ a dead hooker in here?” Perfect, not only did 
you insult his culinary abilities but you may have also suggested he’s a mur-
derous perv. Score one for you.

Lenny jokes, “Found some three-day-old Bandicoot breasts behind Trad-
er Joes. Can you believe how many delicious endangered species go to waste 
in this town?” 

“You just wanted to use the word Bandicoot,” you say.
 He shuts the oven door and stands. “I saved the Styrofoam trays ’cause I 

know how crafty you are.” He winks. 
Damn. Something about the way he delivers the word crafty conjures im-

ages of mom-jeans and home perms, scrapbooking infomercials, and crock-
pot cookery, and that one word shines a florescent light right onto the very 
person you hope to God you’re not becoming.

Say, “I’m surprised you didn’t put the Styrofoam on the curb with the 
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rest of your shit.” Gesture toward the almost empty living room with your 
eyebrows, waiting for him to elaborate. But he doesn’t. He kisses your cheek 
and takes the groceries.

“Man, whatchu got in here?” is his only response. And then, “I asked for 
sage; are these Skittles?” The groceries slide onto an island between the kitch-
en and the living room. The bag falls to one side, scattering limes like chubby 
children fleeing station wagons at a highway rest stops. Some of the limes 
make suicidal leaps to the linoleum, one anti-climatic thud after another. 

Lenny doesn’t have enough hands (or coordination) to catch them all, 
and yells in a falsetto voice, “Oh no, save the children!” proving once more 
his uncanny ability to read even your most abstract thoughts. 

Whenever he does that you say, “Get the hell outta my head,” even 
though it’s the last thing you really want. You rescue the limes, laughing. He 
turns to check on the bird. “Duck?” you ask.

“Duck,” he answers.
“Goose!” You yell, as you pull a liter of Grey Goose from the bag. “Ahaha, 

get it?” Show him the label on the bottle of vodka, wait for him to appreciate 
your clever quip. True, usually if you have to say “get it” after making a joke, 
it’s not much of a joke. And maybe that’s the case here, too, but it was clever; 
he’s going to have to give you that, at least.

He rolls he eyes and shakes his head, and makes some sound like you 
just sucker-punched him, but it’s all the acknowledgement you need. Try not 
to smile too big. Unpack the bag. Pull out the two DVDs, a pack of Skittles, 
then the beer. One of the Coronas catches the small yellow box, and a dozen 
or so cigarettes erupt like hot lava from the sack, onto the counter. 

“Forget the children, save the cigarettes!” you shout. You’re all thumbs 
shoving them back into the box, breaking half of them. Grace is not one of 
your attributes. 

“You bought top shelf?” he asks while motioning toward the Grey Goose. 
Shrug one shoulder. Shrug the other shoulder and lift both hands, then cock 
your head to one side, as if you’re the last laugh before the shot cuts to com-
mercial. Cue the canned laughter. Len ignores your ridiculous pantomime. 

“Seriously, what’s the occasion?” he wants to know.
“You tell me?” You wait for him to say they’ve signed him for another 

season. It’s amazing timing, you’ve created the perfect set up for his big an-
nouncement. Smile knowingly, wait. But something flashes from him that 
you can’t quite figure out. It’s fear, or nerves, or something else, and you real-
ize maybe they haven’t renewed his contract. You do your best to cover. “How 
’bout just ’cause it’s June and we’re both still single?”

“Right,” Lenny nods. Then, “Stop, Jameson.” He calls you by your full 
last name when he’s exasperated; normally he shortens it to James or Jamie. 
He hasn’t called you by your first name since, well, back when you were both 
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different people. “You’re breaking all the cigarettes. Jesus. Go sit down. I’ll get 
these,” he scolds, shooing you away. 

You lower your head like a puppy and straggle toward the lifeless living 
room, unsure of the crime you’ve committed. But upon entering the vast void 
of furniture you turn back. “Well, I would ‘Go sit down,’” (making finger 
quotes with your hands) “but....” Roll your eyebrows around the room. 

Len says, “Try out the new chair.” 
Shoved awkwardly in the corner, pretty much the only thing left in the 

room, is a small blue IKEA chair. “Dude, what’s up with this?”
“You like it?” he asks.
Make a face like you’re licking a latex glove and say, “Yeah, this is way 

better than the furniture in my dentist’s office.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous.” He is surprisingly undaunted by your insult—brace 

yourself. “You can’t afford a dentist.” And Len takes the win with the truth. 
You haven’t had dental insurance since you turned eighteen.

Subconsciously, you run your tongue over your canines without him no-
ticing, and ask, “Seriously, what the hell happened to all your stuff?”

He shrugs nonchalantly, “I threw it out.” 
“Huh,” you say with a shrug of your own. You can play this game, too. 

Walk to the window. The Eames chair is still outside, its free flopping sadly in 
the wind. You spin back around. “You been taking your meds?” you ask, only 
half-joking. Or not joking.

“Is your Indian name Hurts-With-Words?” he responds without missing a 
beat. This banter is not atypical of your conversations: brutal honesty diluted 
with mass quantities of sarcasm. Because the truth, the plain truth, leaves too 
many cracks in your high, heavy walls. God forbid someone sneak in and 
inflict further damage on your already fragile psyches. 

Lenny sharpens a knife at the counter that separates the kitchen from 
where you aren’t sitting. Then he holds up an ugly round ball, smells it, holds 
it up for you, and winks. “Now that’s what I call a job perk.” He smiles as he 
pins the truffle down and begins to shave slivers so thin they are almost trans-
parent. He elaborates on neither the status of his contract, nor the furniture 
missing from his living room, and you know he’s not going to. He does things 
like this sometimes, things that are impulsive and irrational, but you’re just 
friends; you have no say. You stand back and watch from the sidelines. Be-
sides, isn’t his ability to see things from this slightly skewed perspective what 
makes him the most interesting person you know? Makes him funny enough 
to make you cry? Aren’t these the things that make Lenny, Lenny?

“Sit,” he instructs, knifing the air in the direction of the blue chair. “But 
be careful; that chair makes people tell the truth.” This makes you smile, be-
cause you recognize it as a challenge only disguised as a warning. You sit. The 
cushion has as much give as nun at a strip club. The arms are too high, the 
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seat is too low, the back is too straight. It might be the most uncomfortable 
your body has ever been, but you are determined to stay in the chair. You pull 
one leg over the arm, one arm over the back, and twist your neck like you’re 
at an off-off-Broadway open call for The Exorcist. Unfortunately, no position 
is tolerable for more than five seconds and eventually you admit defeat, slither 
onto the floor. 

“I guess the truth makes me uncomfortable,” you say sarcastically, but not.
“I’m serious,” he insists. “I was checking out stemless stemware yesterday 

at IKEA with Tommy, you know? He was kinda getting bored and sits down 
in that chair.” Len attempts to light a burner under a ten-inch Calphalon. 
The stove clicks like a wind-up toy wound too far. “Next thing I know, he’s 
getting all weird and emotional and starts telling me how much he ‘appre-
ciates our friendship’ and stuff, and I think he was being for real.” A flame 
shoots into the air as he jumps back, turns it down. The clicking subsides.

You reply, “He appreciates your friendship? You gotta fix that.” When he 
gives you the look, point to the stove, pretend you’re referring to the faulty 
pilot, and repeat wide-eyed, “You gotta fix that”.

“I’m serious,” he says again. “He was being sincere.”
Think to yourself: what does he expect you to say? It sounds like a set up; 

it doesn’t sound like something Tommy would say. It doesn’t sound like some-
thing any of your friends would say. It’s not that you don’t all appreciate each 
other; of course you do. You all came here alone, not so much relocating as 
dislocating from families that weren’t, creating one that was. You were lucky 
to find the only people that would appreciate your guarded imperfections in a 
city of pronounced perfection. But those words could never be said out loud. 
They would only fall short and come out sounding the way they sound in 
your head right now: cliché and insincere. So the affection remains unspoken, 
and maybe you’re even more grateful for that.

You’re ready to move on with this conversation. But Lenny’s not done.  
“You know, Shell came over last night.” Immediately you’ve stopped lis-

tening and started wondering where you were, why you weren’t invited last 
night. But Lenny goes on about how Shell is thinking about transitioning, 
about how it’ll mean giving up her family—they’re so religious. They refer 
to her as “an abomination.” Neither of you speaks. Lenny slices limes. You 
wonder what Shell’s gonna do. You wonder why she hasn’t told you. Your 
mind wanders until Lenny brings you a beer, and drops down in the chair. 
Suddenly desperate to change the mood, lift your voice with your face and 
poke out a challenge. Affix your eyes to his. Lift one brow and offer up your 
best Cheshire-smile.

“So prove it. You’re sitting there; why don’t you tell me the truth?” You’re 
clever enough to know (or smart enough to remember) that the best hider in 
any empty room is always Lenny.
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But this time, he doesn’t blink. He’s sitting with his knees spread wide in 
front of him and starts to rub his large boney hands up and down the tops of 
his thighs, the palms gliding easily over his soft jeans. He takes a deep breath. 
Suddenly the hairs on your neck are pushed out from the inside, a tightening 
spreads from where your molars used to be. Something is wrong. 

Then something dings from inside the chair; it’s a loud bell ringing out 
the start of a middleweight fight. Or it’s your phone. It’s your phone, must’ve 
slipped from your pocket and fallen behind the cushion. Lenny reaches in 
and pulls it out, reading the text to you. “‘On my way.’ Wait, who’s on—
Shawn’s on her way?” he questions. There seems to be a bit more than surprise 
in his voice. Maybe it’s that she’s more your friend than his. He’s only met her 
a couple of times, and he probably doesn’t feel like being “on” tonight, having 
to entertain a new person. 

“I told her to come by if she ends up having the night off. She’s cool; you’ll 
like her when you get to know her better, trust me,” you assure. “You don’t 
mind, right? You said you liked Shawn.”

“I do. That’s not—” He’s lost his words, shakes his head. He’s being weird. 
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I don’t care.” The words sputter out quickly, like he’s 
backing up a lawnmower. “What I was saying,” the lawnmower pushes for-
ward again, “what I was saying was...” then stalls. You wait. You study his face 
as it tightens, his palms slide down his thighs again, then he drops his elbows 
to his knees and leans toward you. His eyes fix on yours. 

You start to say, “What the fu—”
“I’m sorry I’ve been flirting with you lately.” He breaks eye contact and 

sputters forward. “Maybe you didn’t notice.” 
Of course you noticed; you’re not a complete imbecile. You’ve just been 

ignoring it (and all of its potential complications) for both your sakes. You 
just stare at him, trying to remember how to create words with your mouth.

“Anyway, I’m sorry I put you in that position.” He reaches for a cigarette 
then lights two, handing you the other. “I know we’re friends and I don’t want 
to fuck that up and....” It’s not the end of the sentence but he doesn’t finish it, 
either. He stands, seeking an ashtray.

You take a long minute and a short drag. The cigarette silently singes the 
skin between your fingers. Exhale and shrug like it means nothing—like the 
waitress forgot your straw, not like your best friend in the world just con-
fessed to you, well, whatever it was he just confessed to you. 

With your back to the kitchen and him in it, you say it. “Haven’t we been 
down this road before?” 

You have been down that road before, a week after moving to LA. The 
two of you met at a party. He was standing by the soft cheese. You scanned 
the room and thought: That guy. I’ll go talk to that guy because he’s not in-
timidating at all. I can walk up to that guy and I won’t be nervous and I’ll be 
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talking to someone and I won’t look like some pathetic girl sitting alone on 
the couch because she has no friends. But two minutes into the conversation 
he had you laughing and wondering why you hadn’t notice how incredibly 
handsome he really was, and three minutes later you were nervous.  

Two days after that you were on a date that lasted for three days. You 
laughed as he invented stories about robot elementary school teachers with 
bad accents, about making short films of babies in diapers playing in the La 
Brea Tar Pits, about believing his head was a giant sensor for alien commu-
nication. There were times you didn’t laugh, too. Like when he told you the 
relief he felt when he heard about the accident that left his father paralyzed 
from the neck down. How he’d wished for it ever since he was a kid—for 
somebody to do to that man what that man had done to his mom. You cried, 
but less from the story and more because Lenny didn’t cry when he told it. 

You loved him immediately, but it took him a whole three weeks to tell 
you he “just didn’t feel the same way,” with the force of a pebble hitting a 
windshield at ninety miles an hour. Sometimes your heart still feels like mil-
lions of sharp shards held together by two thin pieces of cellophane. 

What could you do? You’d known each other three weeks. You moved on. 
You went your separate ways, dated other people, and a year later when you 
ran into each other at Trader Joes (both your baskets filled with Two Buck 
Chuck and frozen edamame), you laughed. Small talk turned into backstory, 
which turned into more stories, and you became friends. You pretended it 
never meant anything to you, either. You decided to accept that your ro-
mantic feelings were (and would always be) one-sided. And eventually you’d 
stop having them. You’d go on dates, he’d go on dates, then you’d meet at 
midnight at that Thai noodle house on Santa Monica, and crack up while 
comparing notes. You cut his hair, and he laughed in all the right places when 
you spoke. You never sat too close, or got drunk and made out, or any of the 
other stupid things people do with their exes when they’re trying to be friends. 
In fact, the two of you had been doing a pretty good job of being “just friends” 
for a few years now. So why risk it all? For what, sex? For a label that promised 
to be less stable than the one you already have? 

You consider that stupid quote about the definition of insanity. Suddenly 
everyone’s an expert on insanity. Must be true considering you know more 
people who take Lithium than vitamins. Everyone in this town is expertly 
insane. Everyone in this room, for sure.

Lenny brings the ashtray just in time to keep you from setting yourself 
on fire. The flame is burning dangerously close. He sits back down, waiting 
for you to look up.

“You know, before, when we first, you know, met,” his tone is low, serious, 
one you’re not used to hearing, “I was confused back then. You scared the 
shit out of me, kind of.” You examine a small stain on the rug nearby. Pick at 
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the stain, anything to keep from looking at him, anything to keep him from 
knowing you might still feel it. He goes on, regardless. “I didn’t trust you. I 
told you things that, you knew things, I mean, you could see inside me and 
I wasn’t cool with it.” He lights another cigarette. “But you’ve been here for 
years now, you know my all issues and shit and you’re still, here.”

The way he says it right then, the word isn’t a location, it’s something else. 
You’re not really sure what it is, but you know that, presently, it’s a word you 
don’t know. Every word seems somewhat foreign at this moment; he’s saying 
one thing but he’s asking another. Could you love him like that again? Have 
you ever stopped? And then, can you trust him? You know how fickle and 
impulsive he is. And he’s been having a dry spell lately; you don’t want to be 
anyone’s dry spell relief. You know what he’s asking you. You just don’t know 
the answer.  

Take a deep breath of your own. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” 
is all you manage.

“Nothing. I don’t know.” He gets up, walks to the kitchen. “I just wanted 
to explain myself and apologize. I mean it’s not like I’m trying to start some-
thing. I wasn’t saying we should give it another shot or anything. I don’t know 
what I was thinking. I just, you know me, crazy.” He points at his ear and stirs 
the air—the international symbol for loony tunes. 

You open your mouth to stop him from doing whatever it is he’s doing, 
from taking it all back. But just as you stand up, Shawn walks in, drawing 
the air out of you before shutting the door. Shawn has her own air about 
her—the air of a bull in a china shop, in a tsunami. She throws her coat on 
the floor, kicks her boots into the corner of the room, and holds up a bottle 
of tequila like she’s the goddamn Statue of Patrón-ity.

“What up, bitches?” she announces. Then, as she notices the empty room, 
“What the—were you robbed, Lenny?” No one answers.

“Limes in the kitchen,” you direct. You won’t, don’t, return to the previ-
ous conversation.

You won’t return to it all night, in fact. You will eat too much and drink 
too much and smoke too many cigarettes, in typical self-punishing fashion. 
The night begins to blur. At some point you enter the bathroom, only to be 
greeted by the quick hiss and sudden blackness of a burned-out light bulb. 
Pee with the door open, your virtue protected by the darkness. When you’re 
finished, walk straight to the kitchen. Len keeps his 60-watts in the cereal 
cabinet, next to his favorite paperbacks. Maybe he’s right; maybe you already 
know where he keeps everything. 

Shawn is lying on the floor, wearing a pair of mirrored Aviators for no 
reason. Probably has something to do with the fact that she supposedly gets 
her weed from the same guy as Snoop and her pupils are pretty dilated by 
now. You hand Lenny the bulb and tell him you’re borrowing the Basquiat 
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biography. 
When he’s barely around the corner, Shawn leans forward and sort of 

whispers, “What’s the deal with you two?” You imagine her eyebrows arching 
in punctuation of the question, but her sunglasses are so big, all you can see 
is yourself. You wonder what Len sees when he looks at her. “Are you guys 
really just—”

“Friends,” you interrupt. Your sudden insistence is simply an attempt to 
cut her off. You’re afraid he might hear her, then you’re more afraid he heard 
you. Your eyes send secret signals to Shawn, but the sunglasses deflect your 
reflection. Your meaning is distorted and misconstrued. Lenny is back. 

“And The Lord said, ‘Let there be light,’” he announces to Shawn. She 
walks to the bathroom, closes the door. He slinks in beside you on the floor. 
More whispering. “The chair works, I tell ya.”

“We’ll see.” Suddenly you need to move, do something with your hands, 
look somewhere other than his face. Light a cigarette. Point to the chair. “Did 
you tell her your theory?”

“Nope. Gonna just wait and see.”
You look at him and think, Me, too.
When Shawn gets back she takes the chair. The night wears on with more 

stories, shots, smokes, smoke signals. Beer. Lenny opens your bottles because 
he knows how they hurt your hands. You’d rather walk around with a bloody-
palmed stigmata than ask him for help with anything, so he takes the beer 
from your hands and opens it without asking, without stopping whatever 
story he’s telling, then hands it back without looking at you. And you both 
pretend it never happened. Maybe he knows your location, too.

Then, when you’ve just about figured it out, Shawn pushes the sunglasses 
further up onto her nose and leans back, settling deep into the chair. She 
starts to tell the two of you about her father. He’s a cop in Long Island. She 
tells you about how he wants her to fly back for a few days next week, to stand 
there and smile, clap while they give him some kind of award, some special 
honor. She tells you she can’t, and then she tells you why. 

She tells you things that almost make you wish Lenny was right about 
the goddamn chair. Because if he’s right, and this stupid chair makes people 
tell the truth, then maybe there could also be some other kind of chair that 
can make things less true. You want it to be possible to undo things, things 
done a lifetime ago that still burn for her like yesterday. Things that forev-
er alter the people you are and shape the people you try so hard not to be. 
Things a father should never do to his daughter. You watch the tears fall from 
behind her sunglasses, run down her cheeks. You wonder why Len couldn’t 
have brought home that other chair. 

You listen to Shawn, nod in all the right places. Shake from the inside 
out. Try to picture Shawn’s father—Shawn’s face on a man in some kind of 
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impressive uniform, thanking the mayor or the governor or somebody for 
some kind of medal. Some kind of honor, you think.

You will tell her not to go. You will tell her she’s safe now, here. You will 
tell her whatever you can to make it go away. But she won’t hear you. She 
will go anyway.

“Let me know if you need a ride to LAX. Supershuttle’s a bitch,” is the 
only thing you really tell her. With words, anyway. 

Len offers to throw a fancy martini dinner party when she gets back. He 
promises rack of lamb.

“She doesn’t eat meat,” you say.
“Perfect. More for us.” He winks at Shawn, and you wonder if his winks 

are as powerful for her as they are, were, are for you. The room exhales. She 
raises her glass, you both raise yours. The three of you clink together with just 
enough restraint to keep from breaking. Just as powerful, you realize.

Many more expensive shots and cheap jokes are ingested, and somewhere 
along the night you fall asleep on the floor. You open your eyes to the window 
and an outside that’s not dark but not quite light—some smoggy shade of 
purple that hasn’t been named yet—beautiful but toxic. You roll over and see 
that you’re alone. Shawn’s boots are still in the corner, and the door to Lenny’s 
bedroom is closed.  

You’re nauseous and your head hurts. More than the alcohol is to blame 
for your hangover; you’re ready to go home. The switch flips up without a siz-
zle this time—there is light. The bathroom tile is cool and feels wet beneath 
your hot, dry soles. Fill your hands from the faucet, the water sweet and thick 
in your mouth. You drink with your whole face submerged. The bathroom 
rumbles beneath your feet as you lift your head. You sit down. Stand up. 
Open the cabinet for aspirin. Turn the labels toward you. From the looks of 
things, he hasn’t taken any of these for weeks, but you have no say. It’s not the 
first and it won’t be the last time he goes off his meds, so don’t bother feigning 
surprise. Close the cabinet door. Look in the mirror. Watch the water drip 
down your face. Remind yourself that it doesn’t affect you. Recite the mantra, 
try to believe it works. Fake it till you make it. Fake it. Fake it.

Shawn is standing behind you in the mirror. 
“You okay?” one of you asks—you’re not sure which. You smile, reach 

back in, grab the aspirin, toss her the bottle. 
You’re putting on your shoes when she reemerges. Lenny is still sleeping 

(or faking it to avoid the scene).
 “Need a ride?” Shawn asks.

“Fuck, yes.” Relief settles between you as she laces her boots.
Lenny emerges sheepishly. He looks at you, and then doesn’t. He shrugs. 

You kiss his cheek, letting him know you’re not mad. You’d be an idiot to 
be angry, because if you love him though you know he’s crazy, you can’t get 
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pissed when he proves you right. Maybe you’re hurt, but you’ll be damned if 
you’re going to let him have that.

“I’ll wait downstairs,” is all you’ll give. Smile, even if you have to fake it 
for now.

Outside the air is finally crisp and cool and it feels good to move. Sit 
down on the step. Trace your finger along the engraved heart that encircles 
a set of random initials in the cement. Your finger slides into the words “4” 
and “ever.” Wonder if the words outlasted the sentiment. When you look 
up notice that most of Lenny’s furniture is still there, but the Eames chair 
is gone. Relief fills your lungs like its own element, binding to hemoglobin, 
swimming inside you until you exhale. 

Yeah, you don’t need another chair. 
A shiny black XJS blows by and rattles the crinkled and dirty sign in the 

gutter, discarded, FREE. 
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ANDREA SPRINGER

God Bless America: 
Book Review

Almond, Steve. God Bless America: Stories. Wilmington, NC: 
Lookout, University of North Carolina Wilmington, 2011.

The pacing and imagery in God Bless America show off Almond’s excellent 
craftsmanship, but the most stunning triumph of the collection is the charac-
ters, whether found in a train car, an airport, or a casino. Almond encourages 
his readers to venture into these worlds and see people the way they really are. 
When Billy Clamm, the protagonist of the titular story, embarks on a doomed 
voyage across the Boston Harbor, we are invited to revel along with him in his 
aspirations, delusional or not. Billy, along with many other characters in the 
collection, makes grave errors in judgment that might elicit disdain or even 
disgust. Almond, though, is less interested in depicting his characters justly 
than he is mercifully, and he offers each of them much-needed forgiveness. 

Such is the case in “Not Until You Say Yes,” a story belonging to Sophie 
Didasheim, an airport employee at the age of sixty-seven. Almond’s humor 
is at its best here: frank and observational, unflinching but never derisive. 
Almond demonstrates his narrative finesse, highlighting Sophie’s perceptive-
ness as well as her prejudices. For instance, this observation: “The babies, at 
least, she liked. Cute. They hadn’t been turned into goons and sluts yet.” So-
phie is hardened, certainly. She’s racist. The narration does not gloss over her 
flaws, but it allows for her complexity. At the end of the story, Almond plays 
with chronology, placing the climax after the denouement. It is that moment, 
saved until the very end of the piece, which explains Sophie’s bitterness and 
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makes the reader ache for her.
The characters in “Tamalpais” are treated with the same care. This story, 

told by Austin, recounts his experience as a waiter in an expensive resort 
restaurant. Here, at age sixteen, he encounters Charlotte, an older woman 
supposedly meeting someone for dinner. At a certain point it becomes clear 
that no one will be joining her, though she refuses to admit this. Austin has 
a unique perspective on Charlotte’s loneliness. In his words, “I didn’t quite 
understand what she was after, that she wanted not to be alone, that this 
desire was itself scarier than anything my young mind could have dredged 
up.” Charlotte’s characterization is heart-wrenching, and her erratic behavior 
makes readers— and Austin— uncomfortable. At the end of his shift, Aus-
tin thinks he can leave Charlotte and her loneliness, and become “for just a 
second… a beam of light: ecstatic, weightless, invulnerable.” This moment of 
temporary freedom makes us mourn for Charlotte, and for Austin, who has 
still to learn the power of “a single wrong turn.”

For Tommy Tedesco of “First Date Back,” the war has presented many 
such moments. The story depicts Tedesco’s homecoming, his struggle with 
PTSD, and his desperate attraction to a flight attendant. “He wanted the 
girl,” Almond writes. “He wanted to climb into her body and never come 
out.” This is a standout piece in the collection, an elegantly crafted story that 
speaks to the complicated issues surrounding veterans and violence. Tedesco’s 
thoughts fade in and out of reality in a devastating portrayal of war flashbacks. 
Almond does not offer Tedesco absolution, but the reader is compelled to 
understand his predicament. 

In general, God Bless America insists that readers understand its charac-
ters. We don’t have to like them. We certainly don’t have to agree with them. 
But we come to empathize. As Benjamin Percy puts it, Almond “makes [us] 
care deeply about his characters, so many of them wrong in the head and 
right in the heart, down on their luck but clinging to the desperate hope that 
the next hand of cards will turn up flush.” For at least a moment, we have to 
allow them their desires, no matter how greedy or selfish or misguided. This 
insistence resonates throughout the entire collection, but it is expressed most 
simply in the last lines of “Hope Wood,” where the narrator says of his friend, 

“I was just trying to believe him. It’s what anyone would have done with him 
there weeping.”
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ANDREA SPRINGER

Writing Toward Mercy: 
An Interview with 
Steve Almond

Currently living outside Boston, Steve Almond is the author of ten books, 
including God Bless America and two other collections of stories, a novel 
(co-written with Julia Baggott), three nonfiction books, and three self-pub-
lished “DIY” books. His most recent nonfiction book, Candyfreak, was a New 
York Times bestseller and received a great deal of critical acclaim, including 
the American Library Association Alex Award. His short stories have ap-
peared in McSweeney’s, Playboy, Zoetrope, and a number of other publications, 
and have been included in such anthologies as Best American Short Stories and 
Pushcart Prize.

After speaking at SUNY Geneseo, Almond kindly agreed to an interview 
with Gandy Dancer.

GANDY DANCER: Much of your work employs humor to explore human lim-
itations. Can you talk a bit about the comedic impulse and its value in fiction 
or nonfiction?

STEVE ALMOND: Yeah, people tend to think the comic impulse is this con-
scious decision to try to be funny. And I guess it can be. But I think of it as 
an unconscious impulse that arises from feeling states that are usually tragic 
in nature: shame, embarrassment, lust, guilt, rage. Jokes arise from our effort 
to contend with these feelings without being crushed by them. They’re a form 
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of subversion, of radical speech: someone willing to say stuff that’s forbidden 
in polite company. All the great comics—from Shakespeare to Chaplin to 
Vonnegut to Louis C.K.—are really just trying to tell the truth without being 
crushed by these truths.

GD: Most of your replies in Letters from People Who Hate Me are quite funny. 
However, the letter you wrote to Ryan Donovan is instead stunningly poi-
gnant. Why did you choose to include this response in the collection? Was 
there a particular element in Donovan’s letter that elicited such a unique 
response? 

SA: Well, I do a lot of joking around in that book, which is probably better 
than trying to engage people who are so full of rage. But in Ryan’s case, I 
sensed he was a young guy who probably hadn’t thought very carefully about 
the relationship between morality and politics. So I wanted to share a little 
bit about my family, and offer him a little history lesson. Ideally, I wanted to 
use these letters not just to generate laughs, but some serious thought about 
what it means to be a moral actor in the modern world.

GD: Though your characters come from a wide variety of backgrounds and 
demographics, the conversations between them always come across as very 
natural. How does your approach change when you’re writing dialogue for a 
character like Charlotte from “Tamalpais” as opposed to a character like Raúl 
from “Not Until You Say Yes”?

SA: The goal is just to capture how people really talk in the world. Most of 
my dialogue was really wooden when I was just getting started. But being a 
journalist for many years helped, because I had to listen to a lot of people 
talking and when you do that you realize how strange and beautiful human 
speech is, and how much everyone has their own verbal trademarks—the 
words they use, the rhythms of their speech, their various tics. It’s just about 
listening and paying attention.

GD: Many of the stories in God Bless America involve characters that are 
meeting for the first time. What does a narrative gain from newly introduced 
characters, as opposed to ones with a more established relationship?

SA: There’s a certain volatility, I guess. Also, in some ways it’s nice for the 
reader, because they’re also “meeting” the characters for the first time. So 
when you have two people meeting for the first time, their experience kind of 
mirrors the experience of the reader. But there are drawbacks, as well, because 
you don’t have a shared history to look back to, or reenact.

GD: Even though a dry sense of humor pervades many of your stories, you 
are never mean spirited towards your characters. In your non-fiction though, 
you don’t shy away from mocking yourself. What is it about the genre that 
allows you to open fire?
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SA: I don’t believe writers should ever been mean to their characters. Even the 
most despicable character, after all, represents some hidden part of the writer 
herself. The idea is to write toward mercy, toward a greater understanding 
of why people screw up and hurt each other and themselves. In the case of 
non-fiction, I feel the same way. I never want to be writing out of a revenge 
motive. But I do find it liberating to look back at my own idiotic behavior 
and sort of take stock. I’m not trying to “open fire” on myself so much as 
figure out a way to convert my shame into forgiveness. 

GD: How does your process in general differ when you’re writing a nonfic-
tion piece as opposed to a fiction piece?

SA: Fiction often involves autobiographical material, but it’s also about imag-
inative invention. You get to design a world for maximum emotional and 
psychological impact. That’s not your job in non-fiction. In non-fiction, your 
job is to remember and recount and reflect. It’s a radically objective version of 
events that objectively took place. When I’m writing fiction, there’s a sense of 
liberation which can be terrifying (you mean anything can happen—yikes!) 
but is also super exciting. With non-fiction, you’re limited to telling what 
happened, though your fantasies and fears and misconceptions are a part of 
the story, as well.

GD: Near the end of Bad Poetry, you compel the reader, “Look back at your 
old poems and stories and rants. Figure out who were beneath all the hys-
terical adverbs. (…) Then write about that. It’s a form of forgiveness, actually.” 
What was it like to revisit your old poems with a new perspective? Did any-
thing about the process surprise you?

SA: It was embarrassing, mostly, to see how crappy these poems were. Espe-
cially because these weren’t poems I scrawled on some notebook at age sixteen. 
They were poems I wrote in my mid to late 30s, having already received an 
MFA. I mean: I should have known better. But I didn’t! I was just so full of 
my own bullshit. I just flogged the language and figured that would get me 
to the truth. But it only made me look like an idiot. Which is fine. That was 
the big lesson for me: sometimes you look like an idiot at the keyboard. Big 
whoop. I also realized that behind every failed poem there was usually some 
real experience that I wanted to write about, but wasn’t ready to face just yet.

GD: Speaking of Bad Poetry, what, in your opinion, can be gained by pub-
lishing DIY books that you can’t achieve by publishing in a more traditional 
way?

SA: The DIY thing is tricky. I do it because I have all these crazy ideas for 
little, idiosyncratic books that really don’t fit into what most publishers are 
trying to do. So rather than getting into some arranged marriage with a pub-
lisher, I just print them up myself. The technology makes that possible; it’s 
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democratized the means of production when it comes to printing. The catch, 
obviously, is that you’re suddenly responsible for everything that a traditional 
publisher does for writers (editing, book design, printing, distribution, mar-
keting). 

GD: In your reading at SUNY Geneseo, you discussed the comedic impulse 
as a more forgiving way to deal with flaws or regrets, and in your writing 
you certainly employ humor in the way you handle your subject matter. Has 
there ever been a time where you haven’t been able to find anything funny 
about a topic?

SA: Actually, I don’t think there’s anything that isn’t potentially funny, be-
cause the comic impulse is more about sensibility than subject. It’s how you 
choose to look at our various species of human folly. That being said, there 
are plenty of topics that I don’t find funny, such as the moral decay of this 
country, our lazy embrace of convenience, etc. But for the most part, people 
don’t want to hear uncut righteous rage. It’s not inviting as a rhetorical pos-
ture. So I tend to try to find the absurd edges and press at those as a way in.
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GABRIELLE CAMPANELLA & CHRISSY MONTELLI

Featured Artist: 
Astrid Caratzas

We are proud to announce a new section in Gandy Dancer for artists. Our 
hope is to highlight one talented SUNY student each semester and delve into 
the stories behind their work. Gandy Dancer’s first featured artist is Astrid 
Caratzas. Intrigued by her intimate photographs of African wildlife, we sat 
down with Astrid to hear more about her experiences as an artist, student, 
and traveler. 

GD: Your work made us hungry to know more about you and these beautiful 
animals. As a literary and arts magazine, stories are important to us, and 
that’s why we wanted to interview you. So, Astrid, can you tell us a little 
about yourself as a student before we get into the art?

Astrid Caratzas: I’m a senior geography major at SUNY Geneseo. I’m grad-
uating at the end of the semester. I transferred here. Before I went to school 
here, I went to Monroe Community College in Rochester for two years, and 
before that, I went to a private school for one year called Drew University in 
New Jersey. I’m from Brooklyn, New York. 

GD: Do you do photography outside of your regular studies?

AC: I’ve always liked to do it as sort of a hobby. I got a camera from my 
parents for my sixteenth birthday. It was just a little point-and-shoot camera 
but I loved taking pictures. When I was a student at MCC, I took as many 
photography courses as I could take, because I was trying to figure out what 
I wanted to study. I figured I might as well take courses I enjoyed. I was one 
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class away from being a photography minor before I left, and ever since then 
I’ve been taking photographs just because I enjoy it.

GD: So why did you pick geography over photography?

AC: I picked geography because I thought that it was incredibly interesting 
to study people based on the places they come from. Place has always been 
really important to me. I understand the feeling of being homesick for a place 
you’ve never been before, and I think a lot of that comes from having moved 
so far away from home. My family lives all over the United States. My mom 
was a single parent for a long time while I was growing up, so we used to go 
visit family members in various places around the U.S. for summer vacation 
and whatnot. Travel has always been something that I really enjoyed—even 
if it wasn’t international travel—just because I like experiencing new places. I 
like the food in new places, I like the people, I like the way people talk, their 
accents or words that they use that I don’t know. So place has always been 
really important to me. As for geography, I found it by accident, taking an 
elective, and knew that’s what I needed to study.

GD: So, you went to Africa. Where did you go?

AC: I went to six countries in Africa. I went to South Africa, Swaziland, Mo-
zambique, Botswana, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

GD:  Was this through Geneseo?

AC: Sort of. I saw a flyer hanging up for an organization called International 
Student Volunteers, and they came and held an informational meeting about 
the trips that they take people on. I just so happened to see the flyer and the 
meeting was in 10 minutes, so I went to it. And I ended up going on the trip! 
Basically, you do two weeks of volunteer work, and then you do two weeks 
of “adventure tourism.” And I stayed for an additional week, so I was there 
for five weeks. The first two weeks were in South Africa, working at the Ann 
Van Dyk Cheetah Center, which is where “Alan’s Big Girl” comes from. So 
then, after two weeks of working at that wildlife center, we went to the other 
countries and went rock climbing, white water rafting, and more volunteer 
work, but it was more fun than it was work.

GD: Tell us a little bit about the cheetah center.

AC: The Ann Van Dyk Cheetah Center is the first place in South Africa to 
successfully breed cheetahs in captivity. They rehabilitate injured cheetahs, 
but they also breed cheetahs to release back into the wild and to use for edu-
cational purposes. There’s a big problem in South Africa with farmers killing 
or trapping cheetahs because their livelihood comes from raising cattle—and 
the cheetahs have nowhere to live because of mining in their habitats, so 



86

they come into the farmland and they kill people’s livestock. So people want 
to hunt the cheetahs. What the center does is bring their “ambassador ani-
mals”—animals that are somewhat socialized with human interaction, so you 
can interact with them, but you can’t treat them like a house cat—they bring 
those cheetahs to public places like schools or a fairground to teach people 
about the breed and how it’s endangered.

GD: So, what was your role at the center?

AC: We did a range of things. We built new enclosures for cheetahs, put new 
roads down, and helped maintain enclosures that had not been used for sever-
al years in order to put new cheetahs in there. We helped with the grunt work 
that they don’t really have a staff to do. But, we also got to do fun stuff like 
interact with the cheetahs one-on-one. So, our role involved lots of grounds 
work like pruning trees and planting trees. But it was really rewarding be-
cause we got to have other experiences afterwards.

GD: You keep saying “we”—how many people went on the trip? And were 
they all from Geneseo?

AC: One was from Geneseo. We didn’t know each other before we went on 
the trip, but we’re really good friends now. We started out as a group of 25 
students in the first two week section of the trip. It was probably half Ameri-
can students and half Canadian students. There were people from all over the 
United States, all over Canada, and it was a really good time.

GD: How did your photography come into it?

AC: I came back from that trip with more than 10,000 photographs. Wher-
ever I went, I had my camera with me. It was overwhelming, all of the new 
things and new people and new places that I was experiencing, and I wanted 
to be able to keep as much of it with me once I left. So anywhere I went, I 
brought my camera. Wherever I went, it went.

GD: Can you tell us a little bit about the story behind “Alan’s Big Girl”?

AC: That cheetah in the photograph is named Alan’s Big Girl. Everyone just 
calls her Big Girl. Alan is one of the guys who works there, he’s sort of one of 
the guys in charge. Big Girl is the largest female ambassador cheetah that they 
have and she is totally majestic; she’s the supermodel version of a cheetah. She 
would be the Tyra Banks of the cheetah world. She walks as if she knows that 
everyone is watching her, because she knows that she’s regal. I had never seen 
anything like her before. I felt like I had the most connection with her out of 
all the cheetahs I had the opportunity to interact with. I just felt like she had 
a lot of story behind her, even though she was an animal.
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Alan’s Big Girl, Astrid Caratzas
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Ink Dipped, Astrid Caratzas
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GD: Tell us about “Ink Dipped”.

AC: That photograph was taken in Botswana. I was in a boat going down the 
Chobe River, and we were cruising along until the boat stopped—there were 
about five people in the boat, but the engine was super loud so we couldn’t re-
ally hear anything. We all thought, “Oh God, there are crocodiles everywhere, 
why are we stopping?” And it was because there were elephants on the bank 
and they were going to cross the river. So we stopped, and they swam across—
they don’t touch the bottom and walk—they actually swim. They used their 
trunks as little snorkels the whole time, it was amazing. I remember being in 
the boat, watching the elephant cross the river and thinking to myself, “This 
is The Jungle Book in real life.” The little baby elephants hold their moms’ tails 
with their trunks! They really use their trunks as little snorkels, it’s not just 
something that you see on Animal Planet and hope is real. So, the elephant in 
the photograph came out of the water, and he had the line on his body. I just 
thought it was a really striking, powerful image. There was never a day I woke 
up in Africa when I didn’t think to myself, “Something amazing happened 
yesterday.” That was one of those moments where I thought, “This is unreal, I 
cannot believe that I’m here, I can’t believe I’m seeing these things!”

GD: How has your trip changed the way that you think about your future, or 
what you think about America?

AC: Well…when I went to Swaziland, we went to an orphanage. All of the 
kids there were infected with HIV, they didn’t have any possessions, didn’t 
have family members—they had literally nothing but the clothes on their 
backs. The clothes they had were given to them by someone else—so they 
didn’t fit right, they were too small, they had holes. We brought them fresh 
fruit, because in Swaziland fresh fruit is really expensive. We were handing 
out these oranges to them, and I expected them to run away and have an 
orange to themselves. But when I handed an orange to the first girl, the 
first thing she did was go to one of her friends and share the orange. It was 
unreal to me, then...to think that any of the problems I have in my life are 
actually problems. I complain about having too much homework—I should 
be thankful instead that I get to go to college. I complain that I have to spend 
money to fix my car—I should be thankful that I have a car. I complain that 
I have to turn the heat on because it’s cold outside—I should be thankful that 
I have a house to live in, you know what I mean? Being there and being with 
those children—and even with those animals—just taught me that the things 
that I think matter, that I invest my energy into or stress about, don’t matter. 
They don’t. And I should be nothing but thankful for anything that happens 
to me ever, because there are people who have it so much worse. And, if they 
can smile and be generous and be supportive of the kids in the orphanage 
with them—what’s my excuse? You know what I mean? 



90

GD: Astrid, how did you hear about Gandy Dancer and decide to submit your 
photography?

AC: Do you know Jeff Handy?

GD: Yes, of course. His poem was in the last issue.

AC: He’s why I submitted. I went to the Launch Party last semester, and we 
were looking at the photography slideshow, and he said, “You should submit 
your photography!”

GD: Well, we’re so glad you did! And thank you again for allowing us to in-
terview you.

AC: My pleasure. I think it’s good to find out the story behind the work. And 
it’s easier to talk about it sometimes than write about it.
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 RACHEL SVENSON

Continents
In November, I tried to recreate Western New York snow over the phone for 
Amadou Bah, who had never touched it. He had seen snow on postcards, or 
on the film sets behind Arnold Schwarzenegger on village movie nights, but 
the Gambia never experiences winter the way it hits New York. Listening to 
his voice, I could almost picture him on the campus sidewalk next to me, 
suffering the cold like he would suffer biting animals, muscles pulled tight 
inside someone else’s coat.

That afternoon Geneseo’s academic buildings towered over a row of salt-
stained SUVs parked on the road, which tilted down into acres of snow-cov-
ered valley. I walked slowly from class with my cell phone, lodged halfway 
between seasons and continents, trying to pretend I was Amadou seeing it 
for the first time.

“It’s like pieces of icy cotton,” I explained finally into the phone, breath 
clouding. “It tastes like the water we drank at the marketplace this summer. 
Everything feels like the inside of a freezer, and the snow is everywhere, sort 
of like white sand on the beaches where you are. It almost blinds you when 
you first step outside.” As I spoke the snow melting on my boots morphed 
into something foreign and mystical, and I held the image in my head as if to 
transmit it telepathically.

“Yah, okay, very nice,” Amadou stammered uncertainly. 
In transit around me, the bundled students took on puppet-like quali-

ties. I barely registered them as I approached my apartment. There was still 
something painful about communicating with Amadou over the language 
and distance barrier, as if we kept closing in on the cure for a disease then 
losing everything in the last crucial seconds. I desperately wanted to give him 
an image of my home, like the thousands I had taken back from his, but my 
serious thoughts were cut off by his sudden laughter.
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“Rach,” Amadou managed, and then lapsed into giggles again. I could 
picture him doubled over slightly on the concrete wall of his family’s veranda 
and shaking his head against the phone. Though the joke was a mystery to 
me I laughed with the pleasure of hearing him laugh. Because sometimes, it 
was funny. Laughter was our way of compromising, meeting in the middle 
with something we both understood. Even that summer, face to face, humor 
had been our best language.

By that month in Penyem, Amadou’s village, the star Wadar would have 
been high on the horizon, a portent for the end of the rainy season. The har-
vest would be nearly complete, and the fields would be dotted with women 
bent against the weight of their babies, knocking peanuts from the roots of 
the plants. Aicha, the baby girl who was born on July 24 while my group of 
volunteers slept a few yards away, would be learning to smile at three months 
old, and choking dust would have begun to plume behind bikes and cars on 
the roads. 

August, four months before the snow hit New York, had marked the 
middle of West Africa’s hot, rainy season. My group of volunteers, had ac-
complished our goal of building a chain-linked fence around the community 
garden in Penyem. We boarded a plane home from Dakar on the morning of 
the ninth. That afternoon, I found myself in my home city, staring through 
the Buffalo airport window at my father’s parked grey Sonata. 

Except for a few quick, static phone calls through the African Gam-Cell 
company, which allowed even some of the poorest families in Penyem to 
own a cheap cell phone, I hadn’t had contact with my mom and dad in two 
months. Their faces behind the windshield looked unreal until my mom got 
out of the car and motored toward me, leaving the passenger door wide open. 
The familiarness of her, rounding the revolving doors in black Teva sandals 
and half-rimmed glasses, unraveled me. We were both laughing by the time 
she got to me and we stood like that, locked together and swaying, as my dad 
waited behind, grinning and breathing like a wrestler in his hiking boots and 
a “Life is Good” T-shirt. 

I don’t remember crying, though I must have; I remember the relief and 
weightlessness as my dad hoisted the purple monster of a backpack from my 
shoulders into the Sonata’s trunk. My mom took the African drum I’d bought 
for my brother from my hands, smiling at me like I was going to disappear. I 
grinned helplessly. My skin felt travel-thin, and I had forgotten how good it 
felt to have my parents lift my burdens, at least for a little while. 

“Did you just get this cleaned?” I marveled, running my hand over the 
seats of my dad’s car. The vehicle seemed an impossibly tidy after two months 
of crowded African bush taxis with ripped upholstery.  

My dad grinned and tapped the new air freshener dangling from the 
mirror. He looked both exhausted and relieved in the reflection as he buckled 
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into the driver’s seat, his balding hair sporting a few more grays than I re-
membered. “I can’t believe you’re home,” he said honestly. “Mom and I have 
just been talking about this day for so long, coming to pick you up—it’s kind 
of unreal.”

My mom got in the car silently. She kept glancing at me over the seat, the 
corners of her mouth twitching, and then squeezing my hand and turning 
away in tears. I remember feeling moved but muted, unable to figure out how 
to convince her everything was actually alright. It was my father who slid his 
finger under my mother’s L.L. Bean wristwatch, as if to remind her of the 
here and now, and held it gently hooked there as we drove.

I thought of Amadou then, as I had every mile over the Atlantic. He had 
professed responsibility for everything that summer; for me not stepping in 
puddles on the road, for the hardest labor at the garden fence project, for his 
huge family’s well-being. He was capable, there was no doubt about that, and 
as a man and first son from his culture he wore responsibility like a God-giv-
en weight. My independent, feminist side balked at his self-importance, and 
yet I had needed his hand on my back to guide me away from scorpion grass-
es, and his effortless categorizing of the complex African family system, and 
his quiet reminders not to use my left hand for eating. It was the way things 
were. When on hot nights his mother and father curled up outside on their 
concrete veranda with the younger children, Amadou would sit up late like a 
watchdog, guarding them from something I didn’t understand and calculat-
ing his life, as he once put it, like math.

Part of me wanted to be guarded by my parents back in the States, to curl 
up in their familiar asparagus and rice dinners and doze on the front porch 
for hours while they held up my life for me. Coming home from Africa was 
strangely similar to coming home from college—I felt both carried by my 
parents and responsible for protecting them, retroactively, from the loss of a 
daughter to an unknown world. 

Perhaps partly for this reason, the one burden I couldn’t unload on them 
that day was that of missing Amadou: his company, his lean body, his tight 
smile. His loving declarations. 

My mother knew our relationship had gotten romantic. I’d told her one 
night on the phone, pacing between the latrine and the kitchen, just desper-
ate for someone to make sense of what I’d allowed to happen. Shaking with 
nerves, I described our friendship, Amadou’s overtures, my uncertainty and 
growing trust. After a silence that had nothing to do with the phone connec-
tion, my mom took a deep breath.

“The best love can be the kind that you never expected,” she had said. 
It had surprised me, this weird new love—it was like an electric shock. 

That night I had latched on to my mother’s words like a prayer, but in the car 
with her I could barely think of Amadou. I focused instead on the concrete 
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things around me, on telling my parents about the spicy food, the women 
who lifted their arms like aggressive birds when they danced in circles in be-
tween chores. I talked about the fence, a definable project. A large part of me 
was desperate for my trip not to become a silent stereotype or boxed-up love 
story, as people crave it, or perhaps as I did.

The fence had been the daily routine, the discussion topic, the meeting 
point of the village. Every morning, before the day’s heat could burn our 
lungs or get into the ground, we would gather up shovels and water bottles 
and walk the hundred yards to the garden, scattering clusters of goats and 
chickens. Three American girls, four boys and our Gambian counterparts, 
all men, pulled up the old, rotting fence before mapping out the new one. 
I loved the hand-hardening, skin-darkening work, even though our African 
helpers could effortlessly carry six iron posts to my two. It became a given that 
the men took the harshest work. The girls and I accepted our gentler tasks 
with resentment, carrying water and untangling wire as the men sweated. 

Amadou was one of the Gambian team, slighter and quieter than the 
other men. He wore a red baseball cap and a sleeveless blue jersey and ducked 
his head in deference when he laughed. Once, on a digging day, he came up 
behind me and gently removed the shovel from my hands.

“Like this,” he corrected seriously, and I bit back my protests, stepping 
back over a bed of pungent, rotting mangoes to watch him dig the hole with 
fantastic efficiency. 

“Thanks, I get it now,” I cut in finally. 
 He handed me the shovel and grinned. “Don’t strain yourself,” he ad-

vised, paternalistic.
I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine.” 
Amadou watched me keep digging, slowly but better. You work hard, 

Rach,” he said. 
I looked in his face for the joke, but there was none, and I smiled back at 

him, surprised by the strength of my gratitude. He picked up another shovel 
and worked next to me in silence.

In the U.S., my dad’s car passed a co-ed construction crew, two McDon-
alds, fleets of semi trucks. They gleamed like bars of gold against rows of 
summer trees, gorgeous and manicured; I’d never noticed how many of them 
lined the highways, or how smoothly the pavement hummed under the car. I 
thought with amazement, I can slur my English here and still be understood. I 
can look a man in the eye without appearing brash. 

When I got home, I took a real shower with heat, and tried to stop com-
paring everything around me to its equivalent in the Gambia. I didn’t want 
to be obnoxious about the contrast, even though I felt it acutely. I was already 
hoarding memories as if preparing for a hellish, mind-erasing blizzard.
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A week after I got back, I got a call from Marissa in Michigan. Of our set 
of eight volunteers she had been the first to split off during that exhausting 
return trip from Dakar. After we waved goodbye at her connecting gate, the 
rest of us had stood awkwardly in our African garb, amidst the business-suit-
ed airport rush, for a long time. “And then there were seven,” murmured Will. 
We’d all been thinking the same thing. Now that we were splitting up, I wasn’t 
positive anymore if I’d ever see them again.

It was Marissa who had seemed to organize and epitomize the oddities of 
our group, with her high-pitched laugh, springy dark hair and collection of 
hemp and glass necklaces. When I picked up the phone from home, I leaped 
up at the sound of her voice, squealing my African name.

“Jainabaaaaa!”
“Manga—kasumai! Benu kine?” I reverted to Jolla automatically. The Afri-

can sounds solidified all the memories instantly—the communal dinners, the 
card games under mango trees, the clogged, colorful marketplaces—in a way 
English conversations could not.

We babbled our way through our African languages and then reverted 
back to English as I knelt, shivering with nostalgia, on my bed. I had been 
practicing not to lose those speech patterns, the vividness of the trip—my 
room was covered with African fabrics. I clutched the phone like a lifeline.

“I miss African fruit,” Marissa groaned. “And bush taxis, those death traps. 
And the kids, and building the fence.” She paused. “You must miss Amadou 
a lot.”

I didn’t reply. It was both mortifying and thrilling to remember that she 
had witnessed our romantic relationship. It was a relief not to have to start 
from scratch to tell the story, but picturing Amadou waiting for me halfway 
across the world tightened my chest. I felt thin under the weight of his expec-
tations, my expectations, and those of my family and friends.

When I found the Operation Crossroads Africa program online and 
spontaneously applied the fall before, I had longed to seek out these strong 
connections. I wanted to challenge myself with cross-cultural relationships, 
do something that scared me. I had pictured running with local kids in the 
rain, holding their hands, forging close friendships over cultural barriers—
but I hadn’t planned for what would happen after I left. 

Amadou had dreaded that separation visibly, and expressed it often. I 
hated to hear the listlessness and lack of hope in his voice because it mirrored 
mine. I remember insisting almost angrily that new adventures were a cer-
tainty, that of course he wouldn’t be bored out of his mind forever. 

That day in July we sat on our bench outside the day-care center, my 
group’s makeshift compound, trailing our sandaled feet in the dust while kids 
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thudded past. My group’s approaching departure filled the hot air.
“Everything changes,” I said, groping for some big-picture concepts. With 

two weeks left I could still talk about leaving in the abstract. “You’ll grow 
peanuts and get a new radio and see your friends, and I’ll see my family and 
go to school and learn some amazing things…”

Amadou interrupted me. “Fuck-shit,” he said softly, more like a reaction 
than an insult, and I stopped, realizing how stupid I sounded. 

Amadou’s elbows were propped on the knees of his favorite jeans, his 
eyes on the running kids. The jeans, embroidered with the name of a rapper 
I didn’t know, he wore even in the heat. His toes poked out of ripped Adidas 
sandals, rough and cracked just like his hands. The marks on them were from 
accidents with the machetes he used to clear brush in the fields. On his fam-
ily’s cattle and peanut farm, he had told me, there was no shortage of work 
to build hard hands. He had stopped school after sixth grade because of his 
family’s money issues.

I picked at the hem of my wrap skirt, throat closing. “It’s so strange, Ams,” 
I managed. “I can’t imagine not being here, not waking up to cows and goats 
and the call to prayer, visiting your compound every day. Your family is like 
family to me.”

Amadou nodded. “They are your family now, you know. You are very 
close to me now and they know this, they are very happy.” He chuckled a 
little. When he laughed his cheeks made smooth, nut-colored hills and his 
eyes softened from their normal reserve.

“I will miss everyone,” he said, biting his bottom lip and looked at me. “It 
will be a long time missing, Rach.”

My heart kicked like a donkey, like a girl’s heart, as it always did when 
he said my name. He’d always called me by my true name, and was the only 
person in Penyem to ask for it. When we met at the fence, I introduced my-
self as Jainaba, the name I’d been given on the first day, but Amadou shook 
his head. “No, your American name,” he said. My name had sounded strange 
on his tongue, sharpened into a hard Rruh-chel, but I craved hearing it, to be 
reminded daily of who I really was under the African clothes, the stumbling 
local languages and plaited, sun-baked hair.

He shortened it to Rach later. It was these small things that I fought for 
so hard when I came home, battling the bad phone connection, time dif-
ference and culture shift to get in a five-minute phone call to Amadou’s cell 
phone. When the connection went through we reminisced almost desperately, 
about our group members and their absence in our lives, about fresh, dense 
cow’s milk, which he had presented to me in a plastic bag. We talked about 
the weekend trip to the beach at Gunjur where the two of us walked for hours 
by the fishing boats and seagulls, talking about Gambian marriage and reli-
gion. He had stopped in the waves then and peered out at the water, which 
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he was afraid to swim in, as if looking for something. 
“Ruh-chel. Where is your home?” he had asked.
I thought about it and pointed out and slightly northward to some imag-

inary point on the horizon. “It’s right about there. Buffalo, New York. My 
parents are probably starting breakfast right now.” I fought a wave of home-
sickness by digging my toes hard into the sand. Amadou was still, letting the 
bottom of his shorts get drenched by the waves.

“That’s the U.S., right there?” He pointed, and I nodded. He squinted 
as if he could see the Statue of Liberty. “The U.S,” he repeated, as if he were 
pronouncing, paradise.

I remember reading much further into his tone, too: reverence and resig-
nation and bitterness and disgust and understanding and misunderstanding. 
I stepped back to give him space for something I couldn’t, or perhaps didn’t 
want, to interpret. So many Gambians thought the US had everything, and 
I wanted to tell Amadou that lots of people lost their dreams in that paradise 
he talked so much about. Instead I was silent and we walked on. Later he 
showed me a childhood game he played with his brothers, where they pushed 
their feet into the wet sand to build little compounds, and drew lines for 
roads with their tiny fingers.

Months later, in New York, my house seemed filled with people. Neigh-
bors stopped on the porch to see how my trip had gone, and my friends want-
ed to see pictures, which I flipped through so many times I memorized the 
order. My aunts called, eager to hear how the traveler was. I had become the 
family poster child for world travel, and felt smothered by the role, convinced 
I was fulfilling some awful stereotype and that the trip would be cheapened 
by their assumptions. Everything, it seemed, made me cry. My brother Eric, 
a year younger than me, sat up late with me going through my pictures again 
and again, listening to me tell him how Amadou had told me he would never 
joke with a woman, and how when he used English incorrectly he seemed 
to hit poetic truths I hadn’t considered. The tears seem wasteful, now, boxed 
up by time.

My parents, like my brother, were overly gentle. They were conscious, 
I think, that their daughter was going through something they could only 
guess at. They forgave my long silences, my excessive comments on the ab-
surdity of our luxuries, the dishes I left out on the table. I had repeated for 
them the reminder I’d heard in my volunteer group, and from the Operation 
Crossroads orientation—that “return culture shock” would be more intense 
than in the other direction. My mother gathered this information up grate-
fully and ran with it, telling friends and family over the phone that I was 

“adjusting.” I was grateful for the buffer, but didn’t understand the process 
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myself. My own house felt like an inn, there to house this transitory version 
of myself temporarily.

With only a week left before my senior fall semester would start, I was 
driven home from my friend’s house with a high fever. I recognized the signs 
of malaria immediately—intermittent waves of fever, chills, and full-body 
aches—from the symptoms of my group members on the trip, and my mom 
skipped school to take me to the hospital the next morning. 

In the same waiting room we’d sat in months before, for immunizations 
against the disease it seemed I’d gotten anyway, we sat in front of the televi-
sions. My mom read her book diligently, her way of keeping calm, and sat up 
when a nurse approached us. 

“You’re lucky,” the nurse said. “We only have one foreign diseases doctor 
in residence, and he’s in today. He’s one of the best doctors we have.” Her 
look was one of unmistakable pride. Dr. Kumbo, we learned, was famous for 
his intelligence, skill and also for the compassion and personality that made 
the resident nurses stand straighter behind their clipboards and say his name 
as if he, himself, was the cure.

We waited longer than we wanted without complaining in the little ex-
amination room. I clutched the exam table, grateful for my mother’s sol-
id presence in the room, and fought foggy waves of nervousness. When Dr. 
Kumbo opened the door, he apologized for his lateness and shook our hands 
before leaning gracefully on a stool. He was shortish, younger than I had ex-
pected, maybe in his thirties with a full head of blond hair and comfortable 
eyes.

“You’ll probably have a lot of interested people coming in to ask you the 
same five questions,” he said apologetically. “We don’t get a lot of African dis-
eases in here. But this is a private discussion, just so you know, and they don’t 
have to know anything we don’t want them to know. They’re just curious, as 
good medical professionals should be.” As he spoke, the waves of fear and sick 
inconsequence subsided.

“Will you give us a moment alone?” he asked my mother. My mom 
looked at me and raised her eyebrows, but left the room. I can only guess at 
what she was thinking. 

Dr. Kumbo sat on the stool again. “I’ll be concise here,” he said kindly. 
“And I need you to be as honest as possible with me. Did you have sex while 
you were in Africa?”

The room was suddenly dislodged from the continental world, floating 
in some landless space and containing only me in my sweater and jeans, the 
exam table, the cabinets full of medical supplies, the man in front of me. I 
nodded, unable to speak. At that crossroad in my mind, Dr. Kumbo had 
ceased to be a doctor, and had become instead my only guide to surviving the 
next indefinitely long section of my life, with its own scorpion grasses and 
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strange growths and unmarked roads. 
Dr. Kumbo was nodding acceptingly. 

“Were you safe?” he asked.
“Yes!” I was defensive. “We’re still in close contact. I talk to him every 

couple of days.” We agreed to give it a shot, I wanted to tell the doctor. I told 
Amadou that I would come back to the Gambia to visit when I got enough 
money. I needed to defend our relationship from something I couldn’t define, 
partly because I had a good idea of what Dr. Kumbo was going to say to me 
next.

“I ask you this because there are some things we have to rule out,” he 
said kindly. “You probably just have malaria, or something similarly non-life 
threatening, but there is a slight risk that you may be HIV positive.” 

Shame washed over me like a cold bucket shower. I covered my face with 
my hands.

“A very slight chance,” Dr. Kumbo emphasized. “But it’s my responsibility 
to inform you of it. Okay?”

I nodded dumbly. My muscles felt shredded; the fever pounded at the 
backs of my eyes. You got yourself into this, I berated myself. You got yourself 
into this.

Dr. Kumbo studied my face gently for a second before taking off his 
gloves. 

 “I traveled a lot when I was younger, about your age,” he said. “I trav-
eled to India, the Philippines—all over the place, anywhere I could go, I just 
wanted to go.” He tossed the gloves into the trash from his seat and rested his 
naked hands comfortably on his thighs. His gaze was steady, and by the way 
his voice changed I could tell he was uncharacteristically off the record. Em-
pathy lifted my head. A central part of me understood the desire he described: 
to bust outward, to send your mind out before your body to all corners of 
the globe. 

 “I did some things I regretted,” he said. “With girls. We were young, I 
was stupid, far less prudent than you were. And there was no love there, as it 
sounds like you had.” 

I cried to hear someone say it out loud.
He went on, “My experience from then on ended up being the catalyst 

that brought me here, to sit in front of you, to be a doctor of travel-borne 
diseases. I guess what I want to say is,” and he took a deep breath, searching 
carefully for words, “Travel brings out parts of you that you didn’t know 
existed. It changes your normal systems. You end up making decisions you 
wouldn’t expect of yourself in a million years.”

We looked at each other and I let out a laugh of relief or absurdity or 
nerves or all three. Dr. Kumbo closed his eyes as if to say, “I know, I get it.”

For a few minutes my mother, the hospital, the approaching semester, all 
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were completely forgotten. What was left was an acute awareness of my soli-
tude; I was suddenly inside a body I didn’t know or understand, a new phys-
ical landscape. The Rachel I had known was now polluted by an unknown 
toxin, overrun by outcroppings of guilt, pride, and longing, and ravaged by 
the strain of trying to fall asleep and wake up in another country. As I waited 
for my mother to come back into the room, I understood instinctively that 
my only destination from then on would be health. Not college, not Penyem, 
not Amadou. With the retreat came an overwhelming and surprising sense 
of peace.

The hospital performed some tests, and I stayed the weekend at the hospi-
tal, propped up in an otherwise empty room because my quarantine forbade 
roommates and discouraged visitors. This didn’t seem to bother my parents. 
My mother smoothed my forehead and brought me tupperware containers 
of strawberries. I kept the possibility of HIV a secret from her, and everyone, 
ashamed and determined to ride it out by myself; I wouldn’t receive conclu-
sive tests until six months had passed. I fought my fever and slept. There was 
no room to imagine Amadou’s face as it would look if he were here, standing 
dwarfed by endless walls of chilled sterile tools, or tasting the relative luxury 
of hospital food, or staring down from the fifth floor of this brick and steel 
palace. 

He called me that Sunday on my cell phone, breaking into my reverie of 
repair.

“Rach,” he said, his voice muffled by the bad connection. “I haven’t heard 
from you. You okay?” 

“I really am,” I said, astonished at how easy it was to talk to him sudden-
ly. His voice had changed for me; he seemed farther away even than he had 
before. The IV machine hummed peacefully next to me. I assured him I was 
well taken care of, that the malaria was under control. The HIV threat stayed 
lodged in my throat. I could tell Amadou was worried, but he subsided at the 
peace in my voice. 

“Rach,” he sighed. I imagined him sitting on the edge of his straw bed, 
staring out past his door curtain into the afternoon courtyard, where chick-
ens and goats scratched the dirt.

“Amadou,” I answered.
It was the start of a ritual we would establish in the next months of phone 

contact, a cycle of repeating one another’s names, asking after the other’s par-
ents and siblings, comparing our weather patterns as New York dipped into 
snow and the rains stopped in Penyem. The things that connected us now 
were few and simple. 

That winter, November, I woke up with a shiver that had nothing to 
do with snow. I had dreamt that I was at a barbecue in the suburbs and felt 
a twitch in the air behind me. When I turned, hotdog in hand, I saw that 
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Amadou was ripping a hole in the air, and through the hole I could see the 
red dust of Penyem. 

“We are having a race,” he told me, his face blank with assumption. 
“Come and watch—I’ll win it for you.” 

I called him that day. My brain hurtled ahead to marriage and moving 
to his village and growing peanuts, or flying him here to the cold, lonely de-
mands of American capitalism, and I chilled at the thought of being trapped 
together in the wrong climate. I realized I was falling in love with New York—
as irreversible and unexpected a love as I’d ever experienced. In the release, I 
felt again that familiar suspension between continents, rooted in both and 
neither.

“I thought I could do it,” I told him on the phone. “I really did.” 
“Rach,” Amadou replied, voice shaking a little, “S’okay, you know. You 

are in the U.S, it’s very difficult.” I nodded as if he could see me, and he said, 
“You know I keep always on the good side, don’t worry much about me.”

It was what I needed to hear to pull out of Africa and root myself on 
that New York slope; Amadou knew this, I think, and granted me that leave 
as a parting gift. Navigating my campus that semester, searching out African 
clubs and classes and aesthetics, I protected and sometimes hated the weight 
and weightlessness of his gift, bursting as it was with sacrifice, and empty of 
accusation. Evidence that he was somewhere turning away with his own set 
of gifts, facing a familiar country made foreign.



103

Jodi Bentivegna is an Anthropology 
major from eastern Long Island. She 
works as a baker and spends her 
free time hanging out with animals 
and sometimes making things. 
You can find more of her work at 
busybeingborn.tumblr.com/tagged/
jodi_bentivegna

Kevin Bertolero is a first year 
creative writing student at SUNY 
Potsdam. He is a poet, photographer, 
artist and musician. He is an 
Adventurer of Life.

Amy E. Bishop is a junior at 
SUNY Geneseo. She’s studying 
creative writing and comes from the 
hometown of baseball, Cooperstown, 
NY. In her spare time, she enjoys 
cuddling with tea and friends in front 
of Law & Order: SVU marathons. 
Her work has previously appeared in 
Geneseo’s Opus Magzine and MiNT 
Magazine. She’d love to sit down with 
Andrea Gibson and her imagery.

Timothy Burger is currently a 
freshman History major at SUNY 
Geneseo.

Astrid Caratzas is a senior at SUNY 
Geneseo majoring in Geography. She 
hails from Brooklyn, New York, and 
enjoys traveling the globe when not 
working on her culinary skills in 
the kitchen. She would love to have 
brunch with Jeffrey Eugenides to 
discuss traveling in Germany and their 
shared Greek heritage.

Sarah Christ is currently a junior at 
SUNY Geneseo. She is working on 
a double major of Communication 
and English with a concentration 
in creative writing. Originally, she 
is from the small town of Palmyra-
Macedon. Her guilty pleasure is 
watching her favorite football team, 
the Buffalo Bills, play on Sundays. She 
is previously unpublished and would 
love to sit down with her favorite 
childhood author, Gordon Korman.

Emily Drew is a senior at SUNY New 
Paltz, currently studying English with 
a minor in creative writing. When 
not pouring over novels, she enjoys 
meandering her neighborhood with 
her pet moose disguised at a brown 
Labrador Retriever. She is from 
Schenectady, New York, and would 
love to discuss Irish mythology with 
Charles de Lint over a cup of tea.

Trisha A. Farco is a second year 
Ph.D. student at Binghamton 
University. She hails from Carle Place, 
New York, and is a lover of 19th-
century literature and a slight film 
fanatic. If she had a time machine, but 
could only take one trip she would 
have a hard time chosing between 
taking tea with Jane Austen or having 
a drink with Barbara Stanwyck. Her 
chapbook Man-Eater of Kumaon was 
recently published by Finishing Line 
Press.

About the Authors



104

Lena Freed is a senior Psychology 
major with an interest in photography. 
She believes it is important to use 
a camera to capture pure, genuine 
moments. She also loves to draw 
and play music. This is Lena’s first 
submission to Gandy Dancer.

Kirsten Freiman is a senior creative 
writing major at SUNY Geneseo. She 
has never been published before and is 
thrilled to be a part of this publication. 
Kirsten enjoys writing and performing 
original songs and has been a featured 
artist at multiple venues, including 
The Vagabond Cafe in NYC. She 
would have tea with Mary Shelley 
to discuss a feminist reading of 
Frankenstein, and how it reveals man’s 
obsession with creating life.

Lexi Hannah is a senior at SUNY 
Geneseo. She is studying Art History 
with a Studio Art concentration.

Pam Howe is a senior English/creative 
writing major at SUNY Geneseo. 
Originally from Rochester, she’s 
lived in Manhattan, Los Angeles, 
and Oakland, California. Her work 
has been published in Opus, Mint 
Magazine, as well as the League 
of Innovation’s annual national 
publication. If given the opportunity 
to have tea with any writer it would 
be Woody Allen, only she’d make it 
whiskey and clarinet instead of tea and 
cookies.

Michelle Jiang is a junior at Stony 
Brook University and she is studying 
to become a nurse. She is from New 
York, but she lived in Florida for 
half of her life. She enjoys cooking 
for others and watching the Food 
Network for inspiration. If she had 
the chance she would love to have tea 

with Arthur Golden discussing her 
favorite book, Memoirs of a Geisha.

Ethan Keeley is a sophomore 
creative writing major at SUNY 
Geneseo.

Lucia LoTempio is a junior English 
Literature major at SUNY Geneseo. 
She was born and raised in Buffalo, 
NY. She is obsessed with Marquez 
(but who isn’t?) and posters that are 
still up and advertising events that 
have already passed. She hopes to 
pursue an MFA program post-grad.

Christina Mortellaro is a junior 
English (creative writing) and 
Communication major at SUNY 
Geneseo. In 2012, “Pretty in Blue” 
placed first in Nonfiction in Geneseo’s 
English Department writing contest 
and was published in Gandy Dancer’s 
spring 2013 issue. In addition, 
she had a review featured in the 
May 2013 issue of Pif. Her poetry 
has been recognized in The John 
Gardner Writing Society and Genesee 
Community College writing contests. 
In her spare time, Christina cross 
stitches and watches too much Netflix. 
If she could have tea with any author, 
she would with Agatha Christie 
because she’s English and would make 
delicious tea.

Nadia Mulvihill is a senior at SUNY 
Oneonta. She’s studying English and 
Adolescent Education. She grew up in 
New Paltz, NY and has a passion for 
all things Harry Potter. She writes best 
on a full stomach. She would love to 
have tea with J. K. Rowling and ask 
her about her writing techniques.

Jim Ryan is a senior creative writing 
major at SUNY Geneseo. He is from 
Avon, NY, the home of a pasta factory, 
a drive-in theatre, and countless seven-



105

year-old pickup trucks. He owns two 
guitars and enjoys playing them late 
into the night. 

Craig Shay is a first year MAT in 
English Literature student at SUNY 
College at Old Westbury. He acquired 
his BA from Old Westbury in English 
literature, and wrote his senior thesis 
on the poetry of Wallace Stevens. He 
is originally from Bay Shore, NY, and 
lives in South Setauket, NY, with his 
wife Rebecca, who is an ESL professor 
at SUNY Stony Brook. He has had 
many poems published online and in 
print, and samples of his writing can 
be found at www.craigshay.wordpress.
com He would like to have tea with 
Groucho Marx.

Rachel Svenson is our first 
contributor to Post Script. Svenson 
graduated in 2010 with a degree 
in English (concentration creative 
writing). After graduating she moved 
to Brooklyn, and waitressed for a 
few months before being hired as a 
teaching assistant at VOICE Charter 
School, an elementary school in 
Queens. She is currently working odd 
jobs while submitting applications to 
MFA programs in New York City. Her 
advice to graduating seniors would 
be to carve time for creative projects, 
even if the choice is a tough one.

Dean Tripp might be a senior at 
SUNY Geneseo. He’s studying 
creative writing when he’s not at home 
in Argyle, New York ignoring nature. 
He plays too many video games and 
binges Netflix ad nauseam. While he 
has never been published, he hopes 
that one day he can so that he may 
get into the exclusive club in Heaven 
that Kurt Vonnegut sits in, drinking 
whiskey and being sad. He doesn’t 
drink tea.


