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When I first accepted the title of Editor in Chief I was intimidated by Anomaly's short but impressive
legacy. I was afraid that my own inexperience would not be able to maintain the vision which has published
the likes of Maggie Smith. But, I took a leap. Now that the issue has taken form, and I can examine the
pristine perspective of all our contributors in one cohesive bundle, I get it.
Anomalies are off graph. Anomalies are not formulaic and cannot/should not be taught. Our little journal is
instinctual, a second nature compass of witness, of world and body. We are spleen.
Each issue is the amalgamation of the gooey pink that makes us human. Look at this issue's collection of art.
Each is bursting with a wide angle of cool kid kicks. Many have a feminine flare whether in color or subject.
Look at the poetry, I am ecstatic to be publishing a choka, a form I have rarely seen. Look at the fiction, be
ready to read again and again. Remember that coping mechanisms are not included.
Consider this issue my official proposal to be your new obsession. I love work that makes a mess of the
people within and outside the text. We are all the surviving slivers of what could have broken us. We are
anomaly.
Thank you to everyone who submits and reads us. It is that dedicated voyeurism that keeps us creating.
Sherrel McLafferty,
Editor in Chief.
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Issue 7 has been a joy to put together and this issue, perhaps more than others, has had such diverse styles
of work– in every sense– that I personally struggled to see how it would come together in cohesion. There
were a lot of hours spent wondering what artwork to place next to which piece of poetry or fiction or nonfiction. There was a lot of swapping pieces around to find the right fit.
We wanted to do something vibrant, something different to what we usually do– and god only knows with
everything that is happening in the world right now, we need a little sparkle, a bit of vibrancy, we need to
crank the volume up on iTunes and remind ourselves that no matter what shit is hitting whatever fan in
whatever fucking country, there is an artistic centre to life that none of that other stuff can touch. Art has to
be one of the central pillars of any civilisation– removed from all else and accessible to everyone, no matter
who or where they are.
I listen to music when I put issues together. This issue’s soundtrack was a complete mix of random songs–
My Type by Saint Motel, Full Moon by The Black Ghosts, Fade Away by Sussanne Sundfør, But Blood by
Hockeysmith, All I Really Want by Alanis Morissette, Motion Sickness by Phoebe Bridgers, Somebody by Aislin
Eavans and The Time Is Now by Moloko. I think the confluence of music and working with artwork and the
written word helped centre the feel of the issue this time around. Judy Nguyen’s stellar work is featured on
the cover and through–out the issue. Cynthia Decker, Paul Nixon, Peter Hill, Ramona Darabant– these
incredible artists have made this issue what it is. Check out the sculpture of Queen Maeve– a woman so
extraordinary we’re still depicting her in art almost 1000 years later– on the Acknowledgements page, Paul’s
work is incredible.
There is astonishingly beautiful work from poets like Crystal Stone, Heikki Huotari, John Sibley Williams,
Rachel Neve Midbar (credited as Rachel Heimowitz in Issue 6 & featured in our podcast), J. David whose
poems startled and delighted us, Laurie Kolp and Noel Williams– I mean I could go on. The fiction is no less
enthralling & Devan Murphy’s non–fiction piece will probably hit a nerve for those of you with, perhaps, not
such easy–going fathers. Brian Marceau, Shirley Sullivan, Gerard McKeown– these writers drop you right
into it. We were so lucky to have such a wonderful mishmash of writers– and there’s a whole list I haven’t
even mentioned– who have made this issue feel like a home.
As Sherrel hit on, Anomaly Literary Journal doesn’t do easy, likeable pieces all that well. Give us the grit, give
us the tough stuff you don’t want to say but you say anyway because it needs to just get out there. Say it well
and say it again and again until someone listens. The void is there to be shouted into. It expects it. It listens.
We want to thank everyone who contributed to this issue in every aspect, you’re all amazing creators.
Thanks to everyone who helps out by sharing and liking on social media and listening to the podcasts (there
are more coming, we promise!). Until Issue 8, from myself, Sherrel , Oliver and Roseanna and the very, very
lovely Stephanie and Samantha– read, share and enjoy!
Lorcán Black,
Editor in Chief

Anomaly Literary Journal: Issue 7 | Page 8
© Anomaly Literary Journal & the respective authors & artists 2018

Anomaly Literary Journal: Issue 7 | Page 9
© Anomaly Literary Journal & the respective authors & artists 2018

Citadel
Because my son considers me a continent—
unsinkable, sun-cut, unyoked to the rest of
the world: knowable.
Because every night he fishes from my mouth
infant pearls that seem to him truths—that hum
of lip & spit & doubt stretched thinly into stories
overheard in bars, at funerals, that I am passing
off as my heart.
§
Coming home late from the hospital last night, I
made promises in a language I don’t speak
but knew he’d understand. Something more
metaphor than body, more prayer than parish:
starlight minus the stars & the light but brilliant
still against the dark. Citadel—
it’s because he thinks my walls impenetrable, enemies
amassed uselessly at my feet, my every word
god’s, & as righteous, as right, he trembled, rapturously,
when I ventured she’s not nowhere, son, just redrawn
outside our lines.
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Refugee Story
A day muffled in swampy air,
the curtains remain at ease.
Job offers arrive on onion paper,
fingerprinted in sweat.
It’s a half day from Bnei Brak
to Jerusalem. Half a day after weeks
aboard ships, some diving for shore
at night, dodging the British
with their machine-guns and their prison
in Atlit. For some it’s after months
in a Cypress internment camp,
or after years
in death camps,
or after days across a barefoot desert
from Egypt, from Yemen.
Bnei Brak is a leaky faucet,
beds shared with cousins
and a toilet down the hall. Men
who have become soles held
tight with bits of string
and the one grush perhaps
consorting with the nothing in a pocket.
The sun marches across an afternoon
near a central station. The scent
of orange blossoms clouds
the street. A donkey
tied to a wooden cart,
his ears jitter in the insect buzz
and from the cart a quarter loaf
and an orange can be purchased.
The bus rumbles. Switchback
and turn. The bread disappears
to a few leftover crumbs caught
like flies in the web of beard-hair.
Downshift and turn. The orange
is a small globe of freshness, the peel
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yields as easily
as a remembered wife’s brassiere,
falls from palms
out the window of the bus.
Each petal of orange flesh
then drawn off, laid upon
the tongue, a sacrament.
The juice gathers
at the ends of ten fingers,
pools there to be licked
slowly, one after the other.
The bus rolls on, up
toward the possibility
of a monthly income, up
into stone-striped hills
bathed in orange, gilded
as the sun surrenders
its stronghold
and the cool breath of a holy city
spreads to the back of the bus.
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One Egg Crate Nestles In Another
There is no pledge, no precipice. For forty days and
forty nights I am shown mercy, not allowed to look
away. How infinite the hinge suborning all mad
flapping! When I am a butterfly my every wing will
be an eye and vice versa. When I am a diamond I
will be a diamond with a hand attached. When
running down a cinder cone I will be taking moon
steps, steps knee-deep in scree.
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O Heaven
I am in my
condition.
The house throbs
and warms.
All the summer storms
I watched from the porch
groan
in my throat,
ask me to rebuke them.
I wonder
the rooms,
they are awed
by the performance.
My tongue is limpid :
golden, what you
hear is the truth.
When Lavinia’s mother
spoke through her,
when she came to live beneath
her daughter’s tongue,
offered flesh-flies
to her mouth,
she closed up the house,
and spoke to the flies.
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On Geomancy
I.
Like horses,
we’ll run out of ourselves
and pull the road up to whatever
mountain finds us chaff.
II.
Among the varied and dispatch,
there in valley
where snow cults itself up, lie still
until the morning light up and comes.
[what tremble night calls itself
what we call ourselves in the night
what night called us trembling]
ad perpetuam memoriam:
supermarkets, potholes, green
green grass under snow: forget eventual
as the mountain grows.
Tectonics over and over
though the tongue is so loose
and again, tectonics.
III.
To say what the deer
search careful of,
complement each every
step until spooked and
off, off it goes.
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Malrunar
Sunflower you are
comes straight from the mouth
and the birds who pile on
to bend and bend the branches
could you call home that known
thing.
I doubt
much with little.
Could you call it a smile.
When the hands all rest
at the bar and the bartender
doesn’t really give a shit
but we all agree. Clothes
come to rest on hangers
or floors or some variant.
I fold paper into shapes
for a night and try to make
decisions. Let the dead
be paper and let the reason
fold. Let the birds smile
and the clothes lay
where the dead.

Anomaly Literary Journal: Issue 7 | Page 17
© Anomaly Literary Journal & the respective authors & artists 2018

Window
The murderer is undefined. I close the
curtains against him so there is no crack
for the unexpected. Always dress in
socks then underwear, shirt then pants.
Tend the daytime hours and hurry the
night into abeyance. I monitor the dark,
take his pulse with quickened breath,
nervous system primed. Hyerviligance
to keep the outside from taking root. The
apple tree clawed and eager. Before amnio
and womb where she died, my sister left
her essence to become part of me. I live
liminal, sensitive to the music beyond

Dressing

the underpinnings of exits, the seductive
gasp of nowhere. My insides weeded to
make space for her light. I insist Martial
Law on my single digit self. Or the
murderer does. Patrols the edges of
sleep. I sit on the stair landing, peek
below to my parents’ voices. I don’t tell
them I’m scared. Don’t mention him.
Fear that tastes like Flintstone’s
vitamins, soundtrack of Jaws. Closets
shut tight to keep the corners clear. I
check my pulse, make sure we still beat.
She and I, pulse in two. I live in both:
the darkness wants me more.
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Writing a Choka Does Not Make Me Part Japanese
To the man who told me one day I’ll embrace my Japanese heritage:
No. The world is not
slick-cut like this, I am not
a blank of my blood
the lingering squint
in my eye, the past breaths of
Empress Suiko.
I’m only the granddaughter of a Japanese
man who car-crashed, left
broken metal as
his memory. His parents
had left the U.S.
They once owned a store,
sold groceries, thought themselves
American. But
we told them they weren’t,
made them metal-fenced, behind
cold, barbed wire, interned.
My Dad asked my Mom
not to tell his family
she was Japanese.
Someone asked me what’s
it feel like to know others
see you as non-white?
I don’t know. My mom
doesn't know. In East LA
her single mom fed
her tamales and
molé. Steak and liver pie.
They saw her white there.
Sometimes, I check the
boxes marked Asian and white
but I do this not
from identity
but from longing. I wish there
was a past to take.
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To Enjoy a Day at the Beach
Forget the waves, their returning and leaving, the sea’s
false promise. Forget him. Remember the sun—hot star
burning warmth over skin and the child in her honeydewgreen dress, her fistfuls of dry bread for the pelican.
He’s uninterested, his black eyes ringed
yellow, bill looping. She scatters bread, digs her toes
in the sand like hermit crabs resisting undertow.
The child stands in the surf where seafoam meets land. Remember how the foamy rings
left on sand. Nearby the sea stars
clench in tide pools, their bright, simple bodies. Can
you see it? the child asks, pointing to the urchin dewy
on its spiky thorns. Yes, honey, do
you know its name? Remember urchin sounded strange to
her, its hardness in her mouth, that metallic tin can
sound. Forget the sound of his laugh. Remember the sea’s
voice as surprising as a shooting star
escaping past some planet’s rings.
Forget your hands, the naked mark left by a ring,
how everything sounds like church bells. I do, I do.
Remember the sun will color your skin, the stars
will paint the night. The ring-line fades, toes
brown and free as they settle in the sea.
Remember: the child, blue-eyed & delighted. Remember: you can
be strong. Think: Buck up. Forget how waves can
make you sad. How bright the sun burns. Remember to bring
the shovels, pink buckets with white handles. Dig a hole. See
how deep it can get, how long it will hold water. How do
you keep it from leaving? the child asks as she stands tiptoe
in the emptying hole. You don’t. Remember the stars
she draws in the sand. She said, You should wish on a star.
You do. Forget the trash, crinkled Cheetos wrappers, a soda can,
mouth gaping and cutting the child’s little toe.
Forget the tears, sea-salt blood, screams ringing
through ears. Remember the hugs, the insistence, You do
not need a doctor. This is only a little wound. You can see
that. Remember starfish lose limbs, this ring of blood is nothing.
Don’t forget you can do this. You cannot forget him. As the child
screams, the toe bleeds, remember: lose yourself to the sea.
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Clean USA
I just bought my first plant for the new apartment. It’s an aloe vera. I bought it from the guy who sells plants
on a foldout table in front of the Fruitvale BART station.
As I walked back to the apartment a big-boned teenager in front of me stopped in the middle of the
crosswalk to yell into her cell phone. I swear I could not get around her. Whichever direction I moved she
moved. The light changed. The cars began to honk. I finally skirted around her and made it to the other side.
She had acted unaware of me, but when I looked back she had a smirk on her face.
I’m looking at the aloe vera as I write. It’s on my desk. I just poured the remains of my afternoon
and morning cups of tea over top of it. Now brown water is creeping from the black plastic pot toward my
printer. The sunlight will dry it up in the morning. This may be the only window, but it gets great sunlight in
the morning.
In that crisp light I’ll begin my dissertation.
Today I encountered the same big-boned teenager from the crosswalk yesterday.
A guy had hung Raiders and 49ers blankets for sale along the fence of a vacant lot in which someone
had planted rows of corn. The blankets were so synthetic I didn’t want to touch them but they were so soft I
couldn’t resist. I bought a Raiders blanket for fifteen dollars.
I went to the Clean USA behind the apartment to wash it.
Sitting atop one of the only empty washing machines was the big-boned teenager. Atop another
empty washer next to her sat a tiny preteen. I claimed the only other empty washer.
Then a family of four walked in and I removed my blanket and offered them the washer.
“May I use this washer?” I asked the big-boned teenager. She ignored me. I took a step closer and
politely repeated the question. The tiny preteen was looking far away from my gaze.
“What did you say, White Man?” asked the big-boned teenager.
Rather than saying, “I said—,” which would have meant I was okay with the title White Man, I
repeated, “May I use this washer?”
“What did you say, White Man?” asked the big-boned teenager again. She smacked the arm of her
little friend, who laughed without breaking her gaze from the far corner of the laundromat.
The laundromat attendant who’d been sweeping nearby suddenly decided to say, “No sit on
washers!”
The big-boned teenage tyrant looked at the attendant in exaggerated disbelief and said, “You work in
a laundromat.”
“I call police,” the attendant said, gripping the broom tight in her bony fingers.
“You work in a laundromat!”
The attendant fished around in her pocket and brandished a cell phone. “I call police!”
The big-boned teenager viciously enunciated, “You-work-in-a-laundromat.” The attendant dialed.
The teenager hollered at the ceiling, “Imma shoochu you ugly fucking Chinese bitch!” Then she made a
show of smacking her friend’s arm and nodding in the direction of an old woman struggling to wheel her
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laundry cart into the Laundromat. “Mrs. Jackson needs a washer,” she said. She toed open the washer door,
hooked a heel on the lip of the washer and came banging down. Her little friend scrambled down and
followed her out.
I saw the Teenage Tyrant again today. She was standing alone in front of the Payless Shoe Source messing
with her cell phone. Without looking up she managed to own the sidewalk in such a way that a group of tiny
Mayan women in embroidered skirts had to break formation to get around her. She was wearing an
over-sized white T-shirt with RIP Flaco airbrushed in cursive above a black-and-white portrait of a young
man looking tough, his hands joined over his chest in what I assumed to be a gang sign. She teetered on top
of tiny bright orange Keds.
I so badly wanted to walk up to her and enunciate to her face, “You’re-wearing-Keds.”
Last night I had an anxiety dream. Somehow in the dream my apartment and Clean USA were the same
place. I had forgotten which dryer I had put my clothes in and I was running around looking for them. I was
getting late for the interim hearing for the divorce at the courthouse that was magically right across the
street.
Then I realized that I was naked. I looked around for the Teenage Tyrant. I knew that if she saw me
she wouldn’t let it slide. She would point out my nudity to everyone in Clean USA. I searched franticly.
I woke up in a sweat under the Raiders blanket. I threw it off me.
Then I was too cold.
For some reason absolute rage came over me. I was so furious I didn’t know what to do with myself.
I grabbed the Raiders blanket in both hands and tried to tear it in half.
Then I just went motionless. It was the only way I could deal.
Eventually I fell back asleep.
Today I didn’t go out. It was hot. I sat in front of the computer drinking tea and watching Angel and
Damian, the sons of my across-the-hall neighbors Martha and Juan, kick a soccer ball around the parking
lot.
I think I poured too much tea over the aloe vera plant, or the tea I poured was too hot. The thickest
part near the base is turning a bit brown deep beneath the translucent green skin.
Instead of going out for burritos like I’d been doing recently I had them delivered. I didn’t talk to a
single person. These days my lawyer is the only one who calls. I didn’t write any emails. I was hoping I
might spy the Teenage Tyrant from my window. The only thing I typed on my computer all day was the
words Teenage Tyrant in 36-point font.
Yesterday I didn’t see the Teenage Tyrant at all. Then this afternoon I looked out my window and there she
was. She was backing Angel and Damian against the parking lot fence. Angel pulled from his pocket what I
assumed to be money. I stood up from my computer just as she grabbed him by his hair and yanked him
down onto his butt. I ran out of the apartment, down the hall, down the stairs, and to the parking lot.
By the downward tilt of Angel’s head I could tell he was wailing. Both boys were. The Teenage
Tyrant was nowhere in sight. I gathered Angel into my arms and clasped Damian by the hand and led them
inside and up to their door. Martha answered. The boys fell into her and sobbed with renewed vigor. I
gesticulated wildly about the Teenage Tyrant. Since she wouldn’t understand word one of what I said, I
tried to convey my meaning. The confusion on her face shut me up.
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This afternoon when I returned from doing my laundry Juan was working on his car in the parking lot.
“Hello,” I said.
He nodded at me. Then he said something in Spanish that sounded like, “Pinche perra.” He shook
his head. I didn’t need to know Spanish to know exactly whom he was talking about. I shook my head in
support.
My marriage may be over and my dissertation may be going nowhere, and the divorce and the
dissertation may have me living in a cheap studio apartment above Payless Shoe Source in Fruitvale, but I
do have my morning and afternoon cups of tea, I do have Angel and Damian laughing and playing in the
hallway outside my door, and I do have the Teenage Tyrant keeping things interesting.
Last night I woke up at 2:59am. I couldn’t understand why I woke up. I couldn’t return to sleep. There in
the dark I thought, maybe I need to cut down on drinking tea.
Soon thereafter police lights lit up the apartment.
An ambulance arrived.
I dressed and went down to see.
A black woman in her fifties and a Latino couple in their thirties stood on the corner of Farnam and
33 Avenue. The black woman was wrapped in a 49ers blanket and the Latina was bundled in a Raiders
blanket just like mine. The block was cordoned off with yellow tape. Half a block up the police had strewn a
white sheet over a body.
“What happened?” I asked.
Everyone looked at me.
The black woman shrugged.
The Latina nodded at the body and said, “Perla.” She blew out her cheeks and spread her arms in a
way that meant fat.
I knew who was under the white sheet.
I came back in and poured myself a glass of orange juice.
Then I woke up with my face on my keyboard. The morning light was bright. Juan was in the
parking lot working on his car. I went outside. He was under the car. I stood near him. I said, “Hey.” He
didn’t respond. When he heard Angel and Damian’s voices he emerged from under the car and dealt them a
tirade I’d never imagined him capable of. Angel started to cry. He pointed at the apartment building and
barked at them and they went inside. He crawled back under his car.
I walked into Clean USA. As usual the attendant lady was busy. I tried standing close to her to at
least share a look. She kept moving away from me to vacuum out distant lint traps.
I left.
Juan was leaning over the engine with greasy hands. I steered near him. He offered me a slight nod.
I slowed down.
“No good,” he said with a disgusted look.
“No?” I asked.
“Muy feo aqui,” he said.
I nodded sagely. “What’s no good?” I asked.
“Muy feo.” He shook his head and clucked his tongue. Then he patted his pockets and looked
around and I became invisible again. Now I’m back at the computer.
Why did you have to leave me?
rd
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Ice Burn
I look out the window as Dad drives past Hershey Park. It’s cloudy, but Mom said it wasn’t supposed to rain
at all this weekend before starting the three-hour drive. My stomach knots and I think about the competition.
I shift in the back seat and stare at my overnight sack. Coach Sherri made sure I packed both of my
costumes—one for the short program and one for the long—in case I qualify for the final round. I wonder
what the grilled chicken will look like the second time around as my stomach recoils at the thought of
having to compete twice.
Mom opens the window and a gust of sticky August wind smacks me in the face. It smells like
chocolate and I hold my breath, turning up my music. Gerard Way screams into my ears and I hope I go deaf
—I can’t compete if I can’t hear the music.
We continue speeding down the road, following Coach Sherri in her large, black Cadillac SUV, for
another half hour until we pull into the hotel parking lot. I open my eyes and squint outside as Coach Sherri
struts over in her pinstripe suit. I bite a nail, wondering why she needed to dress well when we weren’t due
at the ice rink until tomorrow. I look at my Skating Club of New York sweatpants and then to her suit,
dreading her comments when I step outside. I slip from the back seat, tugging at my Floyd Hall baseball cap
with one hand and adjusting my tank top with the other.
“I thought I told you to dress better,” Coach Sherri says. She reminds me of my aunt’s bird. It hates
me sometimes, too.
“We’re not going to the rink today,” I say, stuffing a hand into a pocket. The heat pulses on my bare,
pale shoulders and I roll them. Dad walks around and gives Coach Sherri a hug.
“Do you ever relax?” He asks, eyeing her clothes. She strikes a pose and her stilettos clack on the
blacktop. Mom laughs and I shake my head.
“We’re here to win,” she says, looking at me. I force a smile and nod.
“Here to slaughter,” I say, squinting up at her.
“Hey,” she says, giving my arm a light punch. “Save the slaughtering for Regionals. This is a
phenomenal practice. Stick to killing.”
“Interesting distinction,” I mutter as I pull out my tote.
“So Mary, Charles, I was wondering if I can borrow Rey for a while after we get settled with the
rooms. I want her to see the ice.”
I open my mouth to protest—this is my fourth time competing at the Hershey Open—but I smile and
nod once. “No wonder you look like a million dollars,” I say instead.
Coach snorts and tosses her hair over her shoulder as she turns on her heel and pulls out her Coach
suitcase and matching purse. I eye the pair and glance at my own black duffle bag and guitar case as my dad
unloads the trunk of our car.
“What is that?” Coach Sherri asks. I see her frowning at the guitar case and I pick it up.
“A guitar,” I say.
“Why is it here?”
“Because I enjoy playing it.”
“I don’t want you focused on your music this weekend, Rey. This is a very big competition. You need your
mind on skating not songs.”
“It calms me down when I play.”
“I said before we left: no distractions.”
“Right,” I say, glaring at the blacktop behind her. I grab my lime green Zucca Bag by the handle and I start
rolling it towards the hotel entrance, listening to Coach chatter on about the competition to my parents.
“They have over eighty skaters this year in the Senior Ladies group,” she says. My chest tightens as
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the front doors slide open. The air conditioning smacks me in the face and I suck it in, dying for air. Eighty
other competitors. I squeeze my guitar case’s handle.
“That’s more than last year,” I say, looking over my shoulder at Coach.
“Hell yeah,” she says. I stop at the front desk and look at her.
“Like, a lot more.”
“No,” she says, waving her well-manicured hand. Her tips are a pale green—something she only has
done when I am slated to compete. “It’s not bad. You’ll go out there, kick ass, and come back the next day
for finals. You know how they do this. They weed out the wannabees and schleps during the first round and
leave the cream of the crop.”
I nod, wondering why I decided to return to competing in the spring. I shift a little, my chest tighter
as I count my breaths.
In the hotel room, I flop onto the bed. Mom smiles at me, then walks towards the large window and
opens the curtains. I grumble and curl up, pulling my knees into my chest. My head throbs.
“You should put on something other than sweats,” she says.
“Who are you, Coach?”
“You know the rules, Rey.”
“Who cared what I wore when I was just a musician,” I mumble. I sit up and slink over to the edge
of the bed and hang off, unzipping my bag. I pull out a black maxi dress and head for the bathroom. “Where
did dad go?”
“Stocking up on water. There’s a machine down the hall.”
“Oh.” I walk into the bathroom and note the lavish bathtub-Jacuzzi for after I compete. As I dress, I
wonder just how rubbery my body would get if I were to spend fifteen minutes with the jets blowing on me.
I pull on the dress and stare at myself in the mirror, wrinkling my nose. The pale blue and purple circles
under my eyes reflect the three in the morning practice sessions and late jam sessions I held in solitude in
my attic bedroom. My cheeks are sunken in and my willowy arms are nothing but lean muscle and bone
under translucent skin. I remove my hat and pull my blonde hair into a messy bun, wondering if Coach
Sherri would complain about that.
I look at my nails and pick at one of the hangnails among the red, chapped skin. As I dig a nail into
one of my calluses, a knock at the door startles me. I sigh and peek through the slim opening.
“Sherri is waiting for you in the lobby,” Mom says. She studies me for a moment, her face wrinkling.
“You should put on some makeup. You look like a ghost.”
“Thanks, Mom,” I say and walk past her. I slip on the black Sperries and tug out a fitted New York
sweater before snagging my Nightmare Before Christmas purse. “I’ll text you when I know what’s going
on.”
“Good luck,” she says as I pad out of the room.
In the lobby, I spot Coach Sherri scrolling through her phone, her long nails tapping against the
Ralph Lauren case I got her for Christmas. I watch her study the phone, her highlighted hair clipped back in
a half-up-do.
“Hey,” I say, walking towards her. She looks up and surveys me. I stop just in front of her and pose,
something I’ve grown used to.
“You could use some makeup,” she says. “Didn’t you pack any?”
Story of my life, I think. “Yeah. I’m saving it for tomorrow.”
“Make sure you use it,” Coach Sherri says, heading towards the doors. I sigh and follow her, passing
two kids skipping inside, each clutching a stuffed, smiling Hershey Bar. My chest burns with envy.
Coach Sherri babbles as she drives and I sit, bored, giving her well-timed nods and “Oh gods” or
“huhs” to keep her going. She mentions a couple of skaters I’ve competed against before the injury and I
frown. I run my thumb across my callused fingers again, thinking about a song I was writing before
embarking on this competition.
“They’re here?” I ask. I glance at her and see a smug smile on her plump, red lips.
“Yes. They’re competing now, which is why I wanted you to come to the rink with me.”
“You never let me watch my competition.”
“I figured I would let you see how good they are to light a fire under your ass.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but ever since you sprained that ankle, you’ve been hesitant
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about skating. I see the eye rolls you’ve given me at practice and the huffs you do when I ask you to work
on something. Your head isn’t in the competition anymore. You brought a guitar to a competition for
Christsake.”
“I’m just nervous—playing helps. That’s all.”
“You never let your nerves get to you this much.”
“I sprained my landing ankle. This is my first time competing with triples again,” I lie, trying to
convince myself. Coach purses her lips and pulls into a spot. I close my eyes and rub my face before getting
out. My hands are soaked.
The rink is humid. Fog looms over the ice and fans in each corner of the rink hum, trying to push the
thick clouds from the ice. I look through the windows as we head for the doors and see brightly-colored
dresses flutter around. Coach opens the door and ushers me in. We spot a couple of the other coaches at the
edge of the ice, decked in long, puffy coats and I roll my eyes.
“They’re a little extra,” I say, nodding at them and Coach snorts, then nudges me to keep quiet. I turn
my attention to the ice and my stomach knots like a fist trying to break loose. I find two of the skaters and
frown as one lands a triple loop, double toe combination and feel Coach’s eyes on me. I notice my hands
have balled into fists when I feel my nails dig into my palms. I suck in a deep breath to relax.
“You need to get your head in the game, Rey,” Coach says, leaning into me. I can only nod, my
tongue is thick and my chest is tight. My head throbs and I look at the floor.
“Are you ready?” Coach says after five more minutes.
“Practice is what time?” I ask, looking up at her. The commentator announces the first skater,
someone from California, and we head back outside.
“Your practice time is eight tonight. You get half an hour.” Anger heats in the pit of my stomach. I
think about what I’d be doing if I decided not to return to competing.
“Okay.”
#
The ice is soft. The water from the Zamboni struggles to dry as I make my rounds along the rink.
The wind under my arms makes me think of a bird soaring through the air. I pretend I’m flying above the
tree tops, heading home to New Jersey. I turn backwards and close my eyes for a moment before thrusting
myself into the air for a waltz jump. I land, skating backwards with my left leg extended. The ice crunches
beneath me and I turn forward again, pushing myself faster.
I whizz by Coach, who is standing on the ledge of the entrance to the ice. I leap again, landing a
single axel, then again—I wobble a little on the double axel, but hold on.
“Rey,” Coach shouts. I skate over, wiping my upper lip with my black competition gloves—the only
pair that doesn’t have holes. “Keep your body up. You had that and you were ready to sit. Stay up. Don’t be
surprised when you land.”
I nod and turn back, picking up speed. I think about being a bird again and throw myself into the air
and skid across the ice, my bare arms grinding against the cold. The clatter of my skates echoes through the
rink and I hiss a breath of pain through my teeth. Wincing, I stand and turn around again, ignoring Coach’s
calls. Anger flickers in my stomach. I know I have this jump. I circle around the ice once more and leap.
The ice hurts more the second time around. I stay sitting in a patch of snow I’d made, examining the
red blotches and cuts on my forearms from the ice burn.
“Come here,” Coach says. I sigh and skate to her.
“What the hell was that?” She asks. I shrug, looking down. “You know better than that. You know
how to land this. What are you doing throwing yourself into the air? That won’t solve anything.”
“I know,” I say, glaring at her. My arms vibrate with pain and I look up at the seats, spotting three
skaters. One wears a pearly smile.
“Go on to your other jumps,” Coach says, noticing the skaters. “Show them what you can do.”
The rest of the practice is smoother and when I exit the ice, I pull on my sweater, hiding the ice
burns. Coach Sherri follows me and I plop down, untying my skates. As I dry off the blades, she sits beside
me.
“Where has that fire been these past months?”
“I don’t know.”
“You know you need that double axel tomorrow morning.”
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“I know.”
“Your triples looked good.”
“I know.”
“You know what to do,” she says before walking towards the check-in table. I know what to do. But
I don’t want to do it.
My stomach churns at the thought and a lump rises in my throat with the truth. I return to my skates,
swallowing my tears and thoughts.
#
The next morning I wake up before the sun. I get up, shower, and pull my hair into a French braid,
decorated with glittery hairspray and small, blue clips. I pull on my tights and powder blue dress, my head
floating with nerves and frustration. My clammy hands fumble with the clasps on the back of my dress and I
step out of the bathroom, panicking.
“Mom,” I say. She looks up from her book in bed as Dad continues to flip through the news stations.
Her face contorts between worry and sympathy as I turn my back towards her. She clasps the dress together
and I step away. She smiles up at me and takes my hand.
“Are you okay?” She asks. I fight the tears again and the lump slips up my throat again. I nod and
squeeze her hand before stepping back.
“I should put on my makeup,” I say. Before leaving the room, I glance at the guitar case nestled
under the windowsill. I think of that Bealtes’ song and shut the door.
Coach and I arrive two hours early, but the arena is already alive with other competitors. I check in
and head to the designated area, weaving through girls stretching, jumping, and meditating. I find a spot
towards the end of the hall and begin stretching, placing my foot above my head on the wall. I lean forward
into a split, focusing on keeping my head clear.
“While you stretch, I’m going to see who is here,” Coach says. I nod, knowing she’s really just
scoping out the rest of the competition. I lift the other leg and plug myself into my music, but as I warm up
each muscle, I flip through more songs than I listen to. Frustrated, I rip out the earbuds and toss them on top
of my Zucca bag.
After stretching, I begin jumping, first with half-turns, then progress into doubles and triples. By the
time Coach returns, I’m sitting on a bench, butterfly-style, my chest touching my sneakers as I stretch.
“You’re finished?”
“You were gone a while.”
“I was watching the other group. They’re almost finished. So when the next group starts, you should
get your skates on.”
The words run through my head, but a thick blanket of fuzzy darkness shrouded my vision and I had
to focus on breathing, my stomach and chest tightening. I look up at Coach as the blackness dissipates and
nod. “Okay,” I breathe.
“You okay?” She lifts a brow.
“Yeah.”
“How do you feel about the double axel?”
“Fine. I did the two and a half revolutions off-ice.”
“You just have to land one, okay?”
“I know,” I say. “God.” I can see the fury in Coach’s eyes at the attitude, but she dismisses it.
“I’m getting you some water,” she says, spinning on her heel. I watch her leave and sigh, happy to be
alone.
#
I stand at the edge of the ice, my hands tingling. I fight the urge to turn and run, listening to the
audience chatter between the groups. The commentators welcome my group to the ice and I’m the last one
out. As I fly around the ice, I try to slip into my thoughts of flight, but every sound, every movement around
me knocks me into reality. I am stuck on the ice as I continue to skate around in circles.
I warm up my jumps, each one solid and smooth. My heart begins to calm from a panicked gallop to
a hearty canter. I work my way to the double axel and skip over it, leading into the triples. As I land each
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one, I see Coach calling for me. After the fifth triple, I skate to her.
“Where’s the double?”
“I didn’t want to scare myself into flubbing the triples.”
“Go do it now.”
“I was about to,” I say.
“I didn’t want you going into spins and running out of time.”
I roll my eyes and skate off, the panicked gallop returning in my chest. I lead up to the axel and
jump, but I feel myself open mid-jump and I crash to the ice, skidding against the boards. I suck in a pained
breath and look at my bare forearms again. They’re a raw red and purple from the previous night and I fight
the tears as they rush like angry waves. I stand and as I skate to my coach, the commentator calls for us to
clear the ice. My breath catches in my throat.
“It’s okay,” Coach says, taking my hands. I’m the first to go on in the group and I struggle for breath.
My head floats like a balloon and I try to focus on Coach’s eyes.
“I don’t want to go,” I say, my voice strained.
“It’s the nerves,” she says, peeling off my gloves. “You’re a performer, Rey. You know how to do
this. I know you. You’ve been my student since you were three.”
I manage to keep the tears down, and I step onto the ice, staying near the boards. I swallow some air,
trying to fill my lungs.
“Skating for the Figure Skating Club of New York: Rey Johnson,” the commentator’s voice bounces
through the arena and cheers pull me to the middle of the ice like magnets. I pose, waiting for my music to
begin. The opening to “Eleanor Rigby” by The Beatles begins and I spin, skating backwards into my first
jump.
The first half of my program flows like a bird cutting though a still sky. Each jump is solid, the
landings graceful. I listen to the melody float by as I whizz across the ice. All that matters are the elements
and my breathing. I lift my arms as I turn backwards, preparing for the double axel. I suck in a breath as I
leap.
I fight for the landing and for the first time in months, a genuine smile break across my pink, glossed
lips. A new fire burns inside as I finish my program, the violin leading me into my final spin. The music
ends and I cover my eyes, the tears flowing like the Niagara Falls. I skate to the center of the ice and bow to
all four sides of the arena, sopping up the applause and cheers like a sponge.
This is why I do it. This is what I work for.
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Unveiling
Mira is a photographer. I’ll admit it: this—and the implications of her profession—attracted me, at least as
much as her looks. At her February opening, rather than studying the examples of her work, I finagled the
means and moment to secure her attention and, between pleasantries, presented my credentials quickly,
beaming my little feats in the way sunlight out of a fitful sky grabs and releases the leaf, pane, car. Gleam
then shadow. A nervous dapple. I wanted so much to impress her. I tried to be clever.
Mira took pity on me. We went to dinner the following weekend. I chose Vittles on the Lower East
Side, going for shock and swagger, North African flatbread to sop up the heat of a Thai green curry, still
doing my best, the food like my conversation, earnest, schizophrenic, but without the sides of my shyness
and idiocy. I must have amused her. We went out again, the next Saturday. Then again.
And before every occasion, long before, like hours before, I prepared myself, thought: how will I
appear to her, what will her expert eyes see, can I make her wish to photograph me? My bedroom erupted
with the tried and tossed. I’d never spent so much time looking at myself in the mirror and imagining
someone else looking at me and imagining someone else looking at me look at myself in the mirror. I’d
arrive at the theater, restaurant, gallery out of breath, frazzled, exhausted from outfit changes and crazed
vanity.
On the Sunday afternoon we met at Malory’s for brunch, when I opened the door, she glanced up
from her coffee and grinned. After I sat opposite her, she reached across the table to sweep a hand over me.
Porcupine, she laughed. Your hair’s standing on end.
From too many sweater experiments. I smoothed my crown. Static crackled. I ordered a bloody
Mary. I pictured myself sitting across from her drinking a bloody Mary.
The photographs did happen, off and on. She was fast. Sometimes I’d say, oh, no, I wasn’t ready. I
wanted to arrange myself. She seemed intent on preventing that. And when, at last, some of the end results
appeared in another show (our last time together; she broke up with me the next day), her choices astounded
me. I was sorely peeved.
Couldn’t you have included some better shots?
Mira stood next to me, smiling at the photo I found particularly aggravating since it caught me in an
awkward half-pose, just in the process of crossing my legs and not smiling, not frowning, my expression
vague and in-between. Then there was that day’s outfit: aggressively nonchalant, so forcefully cool, it
looked stupid. I look stupid, I thought.
What? she said. You look like yourself.
Thanks.
What do you think about this one?
I followed her to the next photograph. Black and white: a woman removing some kind of head covering.
Her face luminous. A few visages in the background, unfocused but their parted mouths discernible, the
direction of their gazes too.
You made her look good, I noted sourly.
That’s not the point. What’s the context?
I studied the photograph more closely, frowned, shrugged.
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Could be a wedding.
What else?
I don’t know, a woman pushing back her niqab.
So she could be raising a veil for a kiss. She could be hearing others’ clapping, people tapping
wineglasses with knives. Or this could be defiance, a demonstration of her power, exposing herself to
ridicule, punishment, a mob.
But she looks radiant.
Precisely.
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A Tilt Before The Sea
I’m stuck on the highway somewhere just outside Nashville. The digital clock on my dashboard reads
8:32PM, the fragments of the numbers just a few brief lines of glowing red compared to the pulsing blood
color of the brake lights all around me. There must be a wreck ahead and somehow I know it’s a wreck,
somehow I know it’s not construction or an innocent dead engine. I know it’s a wreck because I feel
wrecked; I feel that sudden, pulverized feeling, that impact. That crushed, crashing. I figure that by the time
I reach the scene of the accident after waiting in this jam for ages, releasing the break and pressing it,
releasing and pressing and holding, that it will all have been cleared away. There will be some black tire
marks on the road, maybe some glass or shrapnel fanned out as though it fell from the sky, maybe the
highway barrier will be bent or busted. But I’ll probably miss the action.
People are swerving for the nearest exit, cutting illegally up the shoulder to get off the highway. I’m
two lanes too far to the left to think about it, but that’s what Esme would tell me to do. She’d be leaning
forward in the seat next to me, her bottom right on the edge, staring longingly at the cars sneaking past.
She’d whine, “Mom, just go. Don’t wait for a spot. You think any of these cars had a nice open spot to pull
into? They just went.” Esme hates to sit still. I would be too nervous to lean out of my own lane and it
would make her crazy.
“Why are you so scared?” she’d beg. When I still refused, she’d all but howl in resignation and flop
her skinny body around in the seat until she came to rest at a slouch. She would, if she were here. Instead,
Esme’s at home, in a two-bedroom apartment just southeast of downtown Nashville. I hope that she’s doing
schoolwork or even just lounging safely across the couch, doing nothing. Really, where else could she be?
She didn’t have any friends here yet, her whole social circle and indeed her whole life still up in New
Jersey, as she reminded me often.
“Jackie’s at the beach,” she informed me more than once when I suggested she call her old friends to
catch up. Which was believable. Jackie lived in a pale pink stucco house in Point Pleasant, a mile from the
ocean, the grass in the front yard dry and crunchy from the sand that blew in with the wind. We’d lived in a
small red brick house further into town to be close to my office, but Esme’s other friends picked her up on
their way towards Jackie, towards the pink stucco, towards the long boardwalk with the arcades that were
empty on the weekdays. A couple times I let her go with those girls on the train up to the city, and I mean
New York City, up the coast to Penn Station. After the two-hour trip they didn’t have time to do more than
catch the C train to Central Park for an hour or so before they had to turn around and come back, but I think
the adventure for them was in the going there instead of the being there. For Esme it was always in the
going away; from the house, from my rules, from me.
We’re moving at a snail’s pace here and I can tell where I am even in the dark, even though I’ve only been
taking this highway south to my new office for a couple weeks. I know that traffic had started to slow just
on the other side of the tilt. Because I know this tilt from my morning commute, coming the other way I feel
it, this tilt of the earth, a rounded curve in the road where the highway climbs up and curves like a crescent
moon. The lanes rise up the incline towards the sky and the land beyond disappears for a moment.
Whenever I take this turn, this curve, all I can see out the windshield is the blue of the sky and the
white wisps of clouds. I imagine, and it’s so easy to, that instead of continued farmland, residential streets
and trees, that beyond this tilt is the sea. Maybe there’s a brush of sand before it, with papery bunches of
pale grasses, or maybe there’s just a direct drop, and if I crossed over that guard rail there’d be nothing
below but waves crashing.
Esme has skin the color of sand, freckled with tiny specks of stone. She says that Tennessee will turn
her red, turn her dark, burn her. I say that she never burnt in Jersey, all those days on the beach. Why would
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she burn here? She says, exasperated, that it’s different. That I don’t understand. Well.
My palms are getting a little sweaty here as I grip the steering wheel. I wish we’d move faster. The angry
red glare of all these brake lights is like a flood, furiously blinking and then being held like hot breath.
And these highway exit signs! We’re going so slow that I can really look at them. They’re meant for
people traveling much further than a dozen exits, for people who have to pull over and eat something
because they’re far from home. Always the same flat, fast burgers, tacos, pizza. The white headlights hitting
the signs as the large mass of cars moves forward at once, like single organism. Why so few choices? There
are other choices!, I want to yell in an instance of sad irony where I have good news to tell the world but no
news to tell myself. Choices! What did I know about walking away from bad choices? I’d eaten
McDonald’s, figuratively, through my college years, through my marriage, sometimes all three meals. And
now Esme rolls her eyes when I urge her to eat more salad, more fruit. Imagine.
Things are getting a bit ridiculous. This is the worst jam I’ve ever been in, I think, as the minutes roll
by faster than the tires on this car. How often does this happen, I wonder, how many hours of the dwindling
years that I have left will be spent here, sitting, in a dark car reading the logos of Taco Bell and McDonald’s
off barely passing highway signs? Shouldn’t we have stayed in New Jersey? Hadn’t Esme been right?
But, there is traffic everywhere, I tell myself when I start to slip like this. And not once has it been
your fault. Cars piled up in Jersey, my God how they slid over the road in the winter, how people refused to
brake even in blizzards.
“So you’re moving south for retirement. Like when grandparents move to Florida,” Joanne from my
old office had said.
“I’m not retiring, and I’m not old. I’m going there for work, aren’t I? I- you don’t think I’m old…?”
At least here in the dark glow of my dash, I don’t look old. My hands don’t look as wrinkled. As
worn. I flex my fingers and place them lightly upon the steering wheel. Casually. The chips in the polish
also hidden in the dark. I think of how I left my full length mirror behind when we moved. How it had
become something I’d ducked away from, how I’d thrown coats and towels over it in a manner of
carelessness that disguised my true objective- to really not know just exactly what I looked like, so I could
deny to myself that anything had changed.
But no, I can see it still- even here in the darkness! My hands! Oh Lord, my hands are wrinkled! My
hair going grey, my breasts sagging! I can see it even now in the small cut of the rear view mirror, even
despite the temporary youth that the slow darkness affords. Damn this traffic, clogging up around me on
purpose, trying to claim any remaining time I have left, making me sit here alone while it’s wasted! All
these people ganging up on me like Esme and a group of her friends, chanting, calling me calloused and old.
Dry. Well I know! I know, it’s obvious!
I never looked like Esme but I guess I used to be pretty in a clunky, face half-hidden behind a curtain of hair
way. I had been, and was, dark in the ways my daughter was light; if she was the wild lily in a garden, I was
the eggplant. Her father was fair and freckled, a line tying him straight to Southie where he’d grown up
secretly dreaming of Harvard but had settled for Rutgers, had settled for a clunky, wind blown girl who
worked at a hotel near the college and who went to the same bars, had settled for a red brick house that was
in a beach town but wasn’t near the beach. Was it for any of these reasons that he’d fallen out of love with
me? Could he see that as she got older, I started to become afraid of Esme, of her beauty and her
untouchable youth, and the way she seemed to sense all my insecurities and the ways in which I felt
inadequate? Sometimes I imagined I could see them reflected back at me in her round clear eyes. But no, it
wasn’t our daughter’s fault, it was me, it was us.
I’d once kissed another man, a few months before the end of our marriage. I’d walked around for
months after, thinking that everyone could see it on me, the color and shade of someone else, the betrayal. It
had happened too quickly for me to really know why, and I’d told my husband almost immediately.
“What did he do, wink at you?” Disgusted. With his hands over his face like a child counting in hide
and seek. As though that’s all it would have taken. As though I were that easy. I wore that guilt on me like
itchy wool in summer, the tight heat crawling on me even after the seasons changed. Now, sitting with the
vents breathing cool air on me, I get a sick hot feeling when I think about it. I had the impression that
everyone else was good- good wives, good mothers, good women- and that I could have been good too. I
once was. I was once good too.
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The unsteady rhythm of my foot against the break is what’s really making me lose it here, I think. It’s the
feeling that with just a slip of a nanosecond I could hit that pedal too late and slam into the bumper of the
car in front of me. And it would be my husband, ex-husband, ex ex ex, who’d be driving, sure it would be.
And he’d get out and come back to my window and start yelling at me in front of the rest of these
people, in front of the whole goddamn highway, yelling about how if I would just stop and think for a
second, if I would just pay attention, be a better driver, just be better! better! better! Then things like this
wouldn’t happen!
But why would he be here? I tried to dull the desperate racket in my head by pounding the meat of
my palms against the steering wheel. Better. Better. Better.
But wait- there it is, just ahead- it’s the wreck, not yet cleared away. Still at the peak of its hissing,
burning life. It’s an eighteen-wheeler, a massive semi that has somehow flipped and careened across all four
lanes, that has been hooked to a series of cranes and suspended so as to pull it aside just enough to free up
the right-most lane. This single lane is the filter through which the entire contents of the highway is moving,
like single grains of sand in an hourglass. There are enormous spotlights with an otherworldly brightness
focused on the wreck so every detail can be seen despite the darkness, and the closer I get the more eerie the
whole thing seems. The huge truck is mangled like a toy, the metal twisted like foil. Like shrapnel from a
bomb. Like a toy. With part of its glinting broken skeleton hanging suspended over the road it reminds me
of one of those apocalypse movies- unsettling, ominous. I feel wrecked. I feel that sudden, pulverized
feeling, that impact. That crushed, crashing.
But as I get closer, it starts to change. I feel that fear well up inside me as I become one hundred
percent sure that someone, maybe someones, have certainly died here tonight. There’s no way they haven’t.
The truck is obliterated. Its steel twisted and sliced and coiled to resemble a Slinky in some places.
Steel. Forget what must have happened to skin and bone. So the fear keeps growing, and the sense of
tragedy, until all of a sudden when I come up right next to it, as I pass through the impossibly pure white of
the spotlights, a strange calm comes over me. It falls as the beam of the lights fall, suddenly and
unexpectedly in the night. It spreads down my neck and chest and into my arms, all the way to my hands.
My hands! Suddenly I feel like my eyes can’t possibly open wide enough to see all I want to see,
every ridge and crease, the chips of polish that would continue to flake off and color the empty spaces
around me. They are purple, like an eggplant. An eggplant! And now I can see an eggplant as a living
growing thing with purpose beyond that of a bunch of flowers. The stretched purple skin shiny and waxed,
buffed proudly like glass. It wasn’t wilted, I’m not wilted, not a weed. I’m not twisted and melted like the
steel of a truck. I pass the wreck calmly and sadly.
Once the traffic filters slowly through that single open lane, the road opens back up and cars scatter
into all four lanes like ants set free from a maze. I race ahead, changing lanes and barely glancing. I roll the
windows down and feel the cool air rush in. Then I remember a day at the beach when Esme was little, three
or four, and the waves swelled to almost twice her height. She wore a neon green suit that her father had
found “a little much” but that I insisted on so my eyes could catch her in the densest crowds. The day was
overcast and the ocean was gray; Esme stood out against the dull shades like a dancing egg. It was already
obvious but unspoken by then that Esme preferred her father, who was likely to succumb to her as if she
were a princess. But that day as her tiny feet slapped against the wet sand and a wave crashed on her a bit
too hard, when she came out running, she called for me. Frightened for reasons she could not yet
understand, she threw herself at me so I could hold her for a moment, wipe the saltwater from her face and
give her a safe second to catch her breath. Then she leapt away like a coiled spring and dashed back to the
sea, her arms open to the sky as though she believed at any moment she might take flight.
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As oxygen to phosphorous
However the body aches, or
ebbs and flows or covers
its traps and compromises
there’s a flare in your skin,
in your eyes that rises
like a bird pulled up
by song, like the silver
glaze on pebbles lined
across the brook by a child’s hand,
as if some special kindling
burns inexpressible fire,
where the only shining is the
very edge of flame, that invisible
cold razor of flickering blue
you feel you’d touch with a fingertip
if skin would not ignite, dissolve,
extinguish itself in its delicate burn.
This is the electric gap between words.
This is the leap from atmosphere
to earth of a single gaze that
binds in an endless instant.
It is what I don’t forget
when not looking at you
but remember when I do
as if the first moment, the first
strike of the match
endlessly ignites, ignites, burns.
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Erogenous zones
beneath the stage in an undress rehearsal
swaying in a treehouse thunderstorm-lit
curled in the Head of Faculty’s chair
on a broken bed of brass and iron
in your mother’s nightdress and my father’s top hat
watching Downton
between the stooks after gathering corn
in a roofless fort of baled straw
to the rhythm of sheep
on the wings of a paper dart buzzing Loch Ness
as the punt drifts downstream, all steering lost
on the neighbour’s rug as the new year strikes
frozen under security lights
on a sack laid on thistles, to a rook’s critique
in the panther cage at Twycross zoo
overlooking a graveyard to Barclay James Harvest
on the back of a sphinx on the field of Issus
in a midnight paddock where the balloon came down
in a first class compartment, surcharge unpaid
on Siegfried’s Rhine journey, Rhine maidens cajoling
under a bleak hospital bed
in Rick’s Cafe, somewhere in Pemberley
lost at the top of the Empire State
eyed by la Giaconda, riding a lion
in bins and dumpsters, ignoring all elbows
on an ice-floe melted from the Antarctic mass
on the back of an eagle gliding over the Alps
in the untrendy land between then and forever
circling round the dark side of the moon
between these paper sheets, wherever you are
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Anyone for chlorpromazine?
Each white pod awaits my thumb.
Tonight’s ejects its pastel egg to my tongue, a transubstantiating pellet,
as if I hide a slug unshrivelled by the salt of tears.
I swallow the promise of chemical sunrise,
counting the hands of trees releasing leaves,
dead birds in gold and flame falling flightless.
I count the fingers signing my darkness, that have let slip their marionettes;
but they are numberless.
I count the wires holding me up,
find them enough.
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Curse
Should I scrub my front steps with brick dust? Pill bottle’s
rattling
like a zydeco band’s washboard, nightstand drawer
sliding
open with its own mind. My hauntings manage themselves
by day,
meted out by a pill cutter my doctor suggested instead of
liquor,
vice injected in my nightmares seemingly on their own,
magic
swilling back in a constant communion
with the grave.
Victory chips can’t dump it down drains.
I am
hanging horseshoes to calm my nerves,
my father’s daughter
sleepless nights & all, his big eyes summoned in mine,
& only
wanting lullabies can point me a better direction,
magic
song that rum handmade from sugarcane
could
put to bed. Home remedy costs less than a prescription to
undo
my past, a swallowed girl
his
church coaxed into boys’ arms, head bowed under
spells
of holy smoke machines & legs quaking & hands raised to heaven.
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the hearing of my heart
i squat in the cornucopia of your left ear, out of the wind
where the vein in your neck adores you
ink runs from the corners of my mouth
like thickened wine: summer's blood
peppered with thorn pricks
a simple passion, but, oh my friend, in the end
the minute will turn to you and wave

Cento credits: Title- Sylvia Plath, Lady Lazarus; L1-Sylvia Plath, The Colossus; L2-Ocean Vuong, Tell Me Something Good; L3Mark Strand, Eating Poetry; L4-Seamus Heaney, Blackberry Picking; L5-Anne Sexton, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs; L6Anne Sexton, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs; L7-Dick Allen, Guarding the Minutes
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Veiling the Gray Spool of Stone
Lay over the leaves like clear cellophane
the rain has too much glitter in it
shadows cast by stitches.
For every bird there is a stone thrown at a bird.
Even the ravens’ ramshackle nest
has tried to kill me and has failed.

Cento credits: Title-Sylvia Plath, Spider; L1-Sylvia Plath, Memoirs of A Spinach-Picker; L2-Vona Groarke, Purism; L3-Michael
Longley, The Design; L4-Maggie Smith, Good Bones; L5-Michael Longley, Wheatear; L6-Lucille Clifton, won't you celebrate
with me
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Death’s a Sad Bone
The walker’s bones melt
fresh gravel on the avenue,
bones beneath its sidewalks
a four-foot box…a foot for every year…
the surest shelter always thoughts
strewing the still-warm bones behind him.

Cento credits: Title-Anne Sexton, Wanting to Die; L1-Ted Hughes, Heatwave; L2-Vona Groarke, The Family Photograph; L3Ocean Vuong, Self-Portrait as Exit Wounds; L4-Seamus Heaney, Mid-Term Break; L5-Ocean Vuong, Tell Me Something Good;
L6-Claudia Emerson, Great Depression Story
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To the Woman Who Said I Was “Too Normal” For Therapy
I.
sleep is stale grass I lay in no blanket no silk
my eyes swamp their own mud dry, moisten the ceiling fog
there are days I don’t move my stepmom told her friend
this place is so lonely
she only visited me a few hours
no one stays here for long I stopped asking the public is too
heavy to hold my lungs would have teeth before they had a voice
II.
I stopped eating dinner without salt I don’t make
music anymore, I break strings.
The backs of crawfish.
Men I want buy me more or don’t I’ve stopped breathing
in my sleep if I make it there he said I scared him some nights
but he wasn’t ready to run out of stories even though he did
run,
III.
I am the blank
at the book’s beginning I never end
them but I am wide open
the unfinished zombies good
friends a memory I admit that I don’t recognize most
not even men I thought I loved I’m unfair to the trees
I used to write them off when I’m so good at forgetting
and everywhere is
a place I feel I’ve never been
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To the Baby Toad Who Lunged Under My Roller Skates at Ada Hayden Park
– after Hanif Abdurraqib

I mistook you / for a cricket / for a stone / for a small / hole in the pavement / your dark body
only / a shadow until I saw / your long legs stretch out / you airborne / then flatter / I admit that
I’ve been there, too, / mistaken / for something else / deflated / under someone else’s momentum
/ I bounced into it / when I meant to jump out / I know some / that are luckier

/ maybe your

brothers / a man / that dresses like a boy / who sometimes likes me / leaves / his keys in the
ignition / his car unlocked / my poppy did, too, / once / none of these men believe / that anyone
would steal / from them / what a privilege it is / to believe / that no one will / steal / your way out
/ but I don’t know / if these acts / are accidents / or intentional bravery / and when I die / I don’t
imagine / others will know either / what I mean is I too haven’t loved / life / not precisely enough
/ to lunge away from the oncoming / danger. Maybe I love / it too much / I shift / for the sake of
momentum / not seeing the wheel / trying not to think / about what someone could consume / if
this body is my own / to have / if this body is still a body at all / or the left / key / in the ignition /
now I always look down / at my feet / looking for life / in dark places / in damaged concrete /
mulberry stains / hoping I won’t hurt / another / the leather of my skates / the red and green flag
of you / remind me our mutual clumsiness / miscalculations / when trying to step out / someone
else’s way / we anticipate the air / the unbalanced / swerve or hop / the place we will land when
it’s over / and they’ve passed safely / we never predict / the possible / the pressure / our own end.
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Shelf Paper
My daydream spawns
from the back of the cabinet
where the adhesive backing curls
away from its barrier, sticks
to everything except the shelf-the fucking shelf that’s too deep anyway-where I’ll find boxes of mac n’ cheese
and cans of vegetables three years later
buried behind my newest kick:
quinoa, vegetable chips, some other bullshit
that will inevitably get pushed back.
Opening each door, I imagine you
pulling the paper across as I peel
and press, scraping away the air.
But you aren’t here again, and I won’t
struggle with linings that stick
to all the wrong things. I’m left
unpeeling it from my knuckles, slapping it down
to the shelf, crooked, a quarter of an inch slipping
vertically. Cutting it short. Starting over.
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Egg
At Easter every year
we filled eggs with confetti
but first we would drain them
until each one was light
as breath when I held it
I used to find it almost funny
that we ate them
little bright
pools of beginnings
with our bacon
then we dyed the outsides
each vessel left empty
daffodil yellow
baby blue sherbet peach
mint green like a nursery
I used to wonder
whether Jesus ate meat
how his words became flesh
and why he always broke bread
saying this is my body
once the eggs were all dry
we would wrap them with tissue
to seal in the good news
they found the stone
rolled from the tomb
then one day at the clinic
my secrets were covered
with a paper shroud too
and I didn’t feel anything
except light as confetti
in a sterile white room
but when they entered
and a nurse said breathe deeply
placed each of my feet
up on two metal rings
they did not find
the body at least
that’s how it seemed
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there was only the sheet
of thin butcher’s paper
left underneath
why do you search
for the living
stained almost pink
with delicate petals
among the dead
or little shells
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Poem After Musings of an Artist
– Painting by Marie Laurencin

She coaxes so many many things
from between her legs, a bag of geese,
seeds half-sprouted, her younger self
still in fins so she can swim away fast.
Music makes her breathe
like a bird. The sky supplies
songs that wire her for wings,
show her the secret way to the city.
These angels of the field
are the few who can see her,
so she runs with them whenever
she wants to remember she is real.
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Track Three:
The King of Carrot Flowers — Neutral Milk Hotel

I.
I follow the trail of blood through the yard & into the garden where we buried
the scissors & nothing grew but today are orchids made of steel & blood-stains
among the weeds & doves circling the place we found your body between the used needles & red-tarred
razors still half-stuck in what was left of you.
II.
A little further is a fox with bird-feathers beetling from between jaw-clamp
staring forward as if daring me to move farther into his brush, beckoning
then disappearing into the domicile of dusk-forest & I follow where
the wind sounds like someone slowly speaking your name.
III.
Dreams don’t always arrive on the backs of carrier pigeons. In this place
my voice is an unnamed lover rushing headlong into the freedom of inescapable things. When the fever passes I am splayed across a bed of leaves,
an agony of mouth-sound in the dark.
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Track Five:
Funeral — Phoebe Bridgers
You and I :: are the same :: highwayhymnal :: you and I :: are the same
when you :: are sober :: and I :: am highfunctional / kindness :: it don’t cost much
but round here :: we don’t :: got pocket
change to spare :: I apologize :: for
my tardiness :: it just takes me awhile to get places :: takes me awhile to
get drunk enough :: to pass out :: at
the ten o’clock show / they collect me
by midnight :: collect me :: in the bathroom
where we :: were both :: strung out
on coke / you said :: the most :: foul thing—
neither of us should make it past eighteen :: then
burned :: a cigarette :: on your left arm :: and
popped :: something fast / I have trouble
with timelines :: I tend :: to forget
their measure :: tend to forget :: the difference
between the spaces :: outside :: our complementary lives / I miss enough :: therapy sessions
a month :: to get :: help :: for everyone in
the trailer park :: the folks without
insurance :: waiting :: in line :: at the free clinic
on mental health days :: and Shelby’s family / both
sisters :: died that year :: and we swore :: never
again :: to go :: to funerals :: you— out of fear :: of being
the final ball addressed :: in death’s billiard game :: me—
because :: I lost track :: of the hours :: between
familiar nouns.
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Track Eight:
Ain’t No Reason — Brett Dennen
There are five stages of grief,
but only three can kill you.
Each involves a city, and the people—
all of them, loose in the streets
**
There are three bars
on Main Street. This tells you nothing
about Mechanicsburg, other than
the old man in the corner house
passes time by counting the wrinkles
beneath his eyes. Ain’t no Casanovas
in this town, he says, we are
perched atop the unknown—
buttoned up and wandering
through the night.
**
Outside Buffalo, the train passes
beyond where I can see, gifting
some anonymous horizon
as the gas tank gives up
ten miles from anywhere
the trees here are big as God
big as the
you
we all intended on being
when we stepped out the door
this morning.
**
I have never fixed anything,
instead I stand with my face
to the wind, thumb unrolled
and pleading the passer-by.
Somewhere in the darkness
rambling through streets collaged
with lonely cardboard pigeons,
God’s locomotive comes whistling.
Tonight, I train-hop into the oily smock
of night. Tonight, I promise we drown
ourselves in collateral damage. I realize
we never rode past Erie, so tonight
I’m finding the point
where all things meet
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Benefits Package
It took a few weeks to get the whole thing figured out.
Work was easy. Teacher’s assistants make nothing, and with pay spreading through the summer, we
take home less. But I was in a new room with new kids every hour. All that change kept me out of my head.
After work I bounced around libraries. First in the city, until they all closed at six. Then to either the
valley or the north end of town, where they closed at nine. For dinner I went to the Mini Mart by my old
apartment as long as Bennie was working. He let me buy three hot dogs for the price of two.
“You don’t have to do that.” I said. Resistance was part of the ritual.
“It’s no big deal,” Bennie said.
He glanced over me toward my car. Bennie worked out my situation when I forgot to hide the
sleeping bag and pillows in the trunk a while back. He was young and vulnerable. You could see it each
time he punched the price of his favor into the register. The way he wouldn’t look at me until our exchange
was finished.
“I mean,” I said, “everything helps.”
It did. I’d saved five hundred dollars the first six weeks in my car. I still needed another month at
least to get the cheapest two bedroom apartment in town.
“You’ve got a kid don’t you?” Bennie asked.
“Sean,” I said and laughed. “You remembered. He lives with his mom.”
“You guys used to come in after his basketball games last year.”
“I’ll have to bring him back sometime,” I said and shot him a smile. “Have a goodnight.”
At the library I checked my email. Sean’s English teacher wrote back about an essay the kids were
writing, comparing Fahrenheit 451 and The Hunger Games. I picked up The Hunger Games in the teen
section. A woman at the front desk checked it out for me. Behind her, another librarian messed with her
short hair while talking on the phone. She couldn’t stand still and kept looking over her shoulder at a rough
looking guy reading in a corner chair.
I took a seat a couple chairs away from the man the short-haired librarian kept looking at. He looked
homeless. His clothes were worn and stiff, and you couldn’t tell his age. He might’ve been fifty, but with a
shave and a shower he could’ve been thirty-two.
In the winter, more homeless people than you’d think use the library. It’s warm, you can shit like the
civilized, and if any worst case scenario materializes, you can always read.
A few minutes into chapter one the front doors burst open. I looked over. Two police officers strode
to the front desk. The one in front talked to the librarian with short hair. His voice carried.
“Over there?” he asked.
The librarian whispered back. Her eyes darted to the space between me and the homeless man.
“You’re sure?”
She nodded, then pointed in our direction.
“We’ll take care of him,” the officer said.
They advanced.
I bent over and pretended to grab something from my backpack. Head fixed rigidly toward the carpet
and away from the officers, like back in elementary school when my friends and I got busted for rough
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housing. We’d turn ourselves away from the sound of the duty’s whistle, praying she assigned guilt through
eye contact.
Their steps were loud and fast.
Six feet from my chair, the officers angled toward the other man. I positioned myself as though
reading: head facing my book, eyes fixed on the officers.
“Sir,” the officer in front said. The vest beneath his uniform ballooned his chest. I heard they wear
forty pounds of equipment. That’s why they all look fat.
“We’re going to need you to come with us.”
Come with us. The command was a vacuum. Eyes darted. Heads turned. Books sat open on laps and
tables.
“Why?” asked the homeless man.
“We’ll go over the details outside, you just come with us,” the officer said. His partner behind him
was bigger. With his arms crossed and eyes narrowed, he looked hungry.
“But I’m just reading,” the homeless man said.
“We can make a scene,” the big officer said. He hugged his arms tighter around his chest. “If that’s
what you want.”
The officers stepped forward in unison, trapping the homeless man. They towered above him like a
pair of giants in a daycare.
“But I—.”
The big officer reached toward the man’s arm. On reflex, the man batted it away.
They moved fast. Each officer grabbed under one of the seated man’s arms, securing them against
his sides. He moaned in surprise and fear.
“What’d I do?”
They brought him to his feet. He stumbled, then fell into the bigger officer. The officer manhandled
him into a pivot, then pinned his chest against the wall. The smaller officer handed the bigger one his cuffs.
They clicked shut around the man’s wrists.
For a few yards there was silence. Their footsteps went from muted thuds on the carpet to echoing
off the tile. The man caught his breath, then cursed and thrashed.
“Fucking pigs!” His scream was desperate and scratchy. It carried through the building, intimate and
revolting, as though its origin were two feet from each occupant.
The doors latched shut. The man was no more.
My eyes darted left and right, searching for partnership in disbelief. I met the gaze of the librarian
with short hair.
She smiled.
Keyboards began to click. Book covers opened. An older man stood up, confused and tentative. He
looked around, embarrassed, then walked to the self-checkout. The scanner beeped. Normalcy returned.
On the way out I stopped by the librarian with short hair.
“Hey,” I said. “I’ve got a question.”
“Sure.”
“That guy, the one the police took away.”
“Yes?” She raised her eyebrows and smiled at me, enjoying an imagined connection.
“What’d he do?”
“I think he was drunk, maybe high” she said. “They’re usually on something.”
“What’s going to happen to him?”
“If nothing else, we got him trespassed,” she said. “Don’t worry, he won’t be spoiling this place
anymore.” She winked at me. Behind her a sign declared the library a safe place for people of all colors,
creeds, and orientations.
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“Hope the rest of the shift goes smoother,” I said, and left.
My hands shook on the drive to Jenn’s. Pressure built and gathered at my eyes. I wanted a drink.
Since living outdoors I hadn’t spent a dime on beer. It wasn’t ethical or some epiphany, the risks were just
too great. That and anything smaller than forty ounces cost too much. The compromise I landed on was the
break-glass-in-case-of-emergency fast food coma, and the only place not laughably beyond my budget was
Dick’s.
That night, I broke the glass.
Dick’s is an enormous hamburger stand with ceiling-to-counter plexiglass between the employees
and patrons. It has no dining room or protected seating. I ordered my usual two Whammy’s without pickles
and a Coke, then waited underneath the heating lamps.
A vagrant shuffled over from the sidewalk. Dick’s had a lot of vagrants.
“Excuse me,” he said.
“Yeah?” I asked.
“Could you spare any change?”
I told him no. He shuffled back to his corner.
In my car, I locked the doors and took my first bite. The sour of brine and preservatives assaulted my
tongue. I spit it out and stormed around the side of the building with my Whammy and Coke. I rapped the
plexiglass. The same woman who took my order came over.
“I said no fucking pickles!” I screamed, and showed her the pickle-infested top of my cheeseburger.
“I can make you another,” she said. She looked scared and sorry. It made her a target.
I drew back my arm. The woman’s face and the menu behind her went blurry. Energy pulsed
through my eyes and my arm went tingly. When my arm exploded forward, I couldn’t feel it.
The burger splatted against the glass. It stayed there for a second, almost tauntingly, then slid down.
The woman cowered, shielding her face long after the throw, as though my rage took her to a place without
locked doors and plexiglass.
Her fear egged at me. I opened my Coke and tossed it through the cutaway. It coated the counter and
ran onto the floor, probably dowsing her shoes.
A man came from the French fries and stood in front of the woman.
“We’re calling the cops,” he said.
I bolted to my car, exhilarated, like I’d commanded something I always knew I should control, but
never knew how. Who cared if she was an hourly wage worker and made an honest mistake. Hell, I didn’t
know if she made the burger. All I knew was someone needed to pay. It was just her turn.
Pulling out of the parking lot, I saw the vagrant pacing the block.
“Hey,” I yelled to him.
He looked over.
“You want dinner?”
He said something and nodded. The car engine drowned his voice.
“Then get your ass over here.”
He rushed toward me. I tossed him my other burger, then pulled away before he could say anything.
The high lasted a few more minutes. My eyes became heavy. Vitality leaked from me, replaced in
my chest and mind with sludge. Most nights I slept a block or so from Jenn’s place, never the same spot
twice, watching shadows pass through windows until the lights went out.
It was too far.
I turned onto the next neighborhood street and took the first open space at the curb. I pulled my
unzipped sleeping bag over my head, shutting away the short-haired woman, the police, everyone. Like
when I was a kid, scared of what lived in the closet. I shut out the world and let the warmth of my breath,
trapped beneath my covers, pull me to sleep.
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*
“You wouldn’t believe it,” I said. “They talked like I was one step away from calling the kid a son of
whore or something.” My speech sprinted faster and faster. Bennie looked past me, checking for customers,
nervous I wouldn’t exhaust myself before a parade of senior citizens and their grandkids came in for candy.
“Then the principal tells me to just be a little more compassionate.” I shook my head. “Sometimes,
you have to wipe shit off these kids, the real disabled ones. The ones that can’t talk. They’ll do that when
they’re pissed at you. The kids don’t know what two plus two is, they can’t read or write, but they know you
have to take care of them. So you do it. You take them into a private bathroom, clean them up like they’re
your own two-year-old son. Then this guy, this jackass with the highest salary in the damn building, who
hasn’t worked with kids in years doesn’t know shit about working with them anyway, he tells me to be more
compassionate?”
“Dang,” Bennie said. “And you didn’t, I don’t know, touch the kid or call him a shithead or anything
like that?”
“No! I told the kid to shape up, to quit being such a jackass.”
Bennie’s eyes widened.
“This wasn’t one of the kids who can’t talk. He’s more normal. He was more—" I put both my hands
on the counter and leaned forward. It’d been months since I’d spoken so freely, just riding my
conversational inertia. I’d forgotten the rules, gone too far. “I’m sorry. I sound like a lunatic.”
“You know, I don’t think it’s associated with reduced stress, but why don’t you take a fountain drink
tonight, too,” Bennie said.
“You sure?”
Bennie smiled. “Yeah, you earned it.”
I paid for two of my three the hot dogs and filled up a large Coke. It felt surreal, like I’d turn around
and see Bennie on the phone, calling the two officers from the library to bust me for petty theft. Like the
whole thing was a setup I should’ve seen from the start. People like me don’t catch breaks.
I looked over my shoulder while filling the soda. There was Bennie, still behind the register,
restocking cigarettes.
“Sean’s got a game tonight,” I said.
Bennie looked up. “Tell him good luck for me.”
I showed up a few minutes late to Sean’s game. For an eighth grade game they had a decent crowd. I
scanned the bleachers. Jenn and Curt sat together in the top row, where you can use the wall as a backrest.
Before we split, Jenn and I used to talk with the other parents. We’d laugh about pulling sleepover
duty, blaspheme the coaches, or give each other shit for bringing the kids snacks with too much, or too little
sugar. It didn’t seem that long ago.
I picked a spot on the opposite side of the court with the other team’s parents. When Sean checked in
I clapped. The first trip down the court he made a shot. I cupped my hands and yelled “Good shot, Seanie!”
He looked toward me while he jogged back on defense and I gave him the biggest smile I could. He didn’t
acknowledge it, but he wasn’t supposed to. I used to get on him for that when he was younger.
At halftime Jenn went down to the concession stand without Curt. A few seconds later I followed her
down and waited outside the gym to talk to her about the weekend.
“Jenn,” I said. “I’ve got some bad news.”
“Don’t tell me.”
“I just need a little more time,” I said.
“Time for what?” Her disbelief and irritation shook me. I faltered.
“There’s some things I’m working on.”
“It’s been, what, six weekends in a row? What could you possibly need that much time for?”
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I didn’t have an answer, not one I could share. Jenn’s face hardened. She stood up taller, drew her
shoulders back. “Being a parent is tough,” she said. “Let us know when you’re ready for it.”
She walked past me, eyes locked straight ahead. Like there was nothing left to do but look away.
I went back and tried to watch the rest of the game. It didn’t matter. Even when Sean checked in, I
saw nothing. The conversation with Jenn ran on continuous replay. Each time, I handled it different.
Once, I finally told her about giving up my apartment. Another time, I interrupted her and settled
every old score I pretended not to hold, then shoved her into a hallway. It was empty, and I forced myself on
her. She reciprocated.
The last time, I grabbed her wrist. She looked at me, really looked at me, for the first time in years.
The buzzer announced the end of the game. Sean’s team won. He always wanted to talk after the
game about each shot he made and missed, sometimes before we’d left the gym. Instead of uh-huh-ing my
way through that discussion, I left before Sean came out of the locker room.
That night I slept in a different neighborhood, closer to work. I tried to read The Hunger Games, but
put it down after rereading the same two paragraphs five times.
I looked through my phone for someone to call. I used to do that a lot more my first week outdoors. I
scrolled through my contacts twice, hoping, like when I was a kid checking the refrigerator three times in
fifteen minutes, that whatever I wanted would come with another look.
Beneath each name was a landmine. With Jenn, there was further anger, and the power her and
Curt’s money could wield over our agreement. Embarrassment was all I saw in the name of each colleague
or old friend. Sean was out of the question. I couldn’t put my failures on him.
The only name that could’ve worked was my brother. We hadn’t talked in a few years. Dad was our
last connection, and when he died, Jared and I let ourselves be. Announcing what a fuck up his little brother
had become didn’t seem like a great excuse to reconnect.
*
Halfway through the Mini Mart door I looked toward the register to nod at Bennie.
He wasn’t there. I froze, straddling the entrance.
A kid, maybe nineteen, swimming in a uniform twice his size, observed my shock. His eyes were
slow and confused, like I’d caught him breaking a rule no one told him about.
“Is something wrong?” he said.
“Doesn’t Bennie work on Fridays?”
“Bennie doesn’t work here anymore.” His posture relaxed.
“What happened?”
“He got fired,” the kid said. “Stealing hot dogs, some shit like that.”
His words landed like an accusation.
“Who told you?” I said.
“The guy who hired me.” The kid rubbed his eyes. He was back in control. “He spent like an hour
going through all the ways employees steal without knowing it.”
I looked back to the hot dogs. My math told me Bennie’s favor bought me an extra two meals a
week. Two work days without the pains of hunger ninety minutes before work finished. Two times a week
when I could tell colleagues I was heading out for lunch and mean it.
“I forgot my wallet,” I said.
On the freeway toward the valley library my speedometer read seventy, then eighty, then ninety
miles per hour. Cars vanished behind me in blue and gray and red blurs, as though passing out of existence.
In my rearview mirror something flash. My shoulders tensed. I pushed the pedal down further.
I signaled right and changed lanes, then signaled again and took the exit. The blue and red lights
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inched closer. I stopped, signaled right, then heard the siren. The officer pulled behind me. I turned slowly
to my right, drove another couple hundred yards, then pulled onto the shoulder and turned off my car,
staring at the steering wheel.
“It wasn’t my fault,” I said. A door behind me thudded shut. The rhythmic grinding of displaced
gravel followed.
“It wasn’t my fault.” My voice was sharper, pushing back the feeling that had begun to swallow me.
“It wasn’t my fault.”
The officer knocked, motioning for me to roll down my window. I looked to him, then looked back
at the steering wheel. He was familiar, the big one from the library. My words involuntarily softened. “It
wasn’t my fault.”
He knocked again. “Excuse me, sir,” he said. “Can you roll down your window, please?”
I followed his command, handed him my license and registration, then leaned forward and closed my
eyes. I wrapped my hands around the back of my head and tucked my chin to my chest, repeating the
mantra.
“It wasn’t my fault.”
The officer returned five minutes, an hour, maybe a week later. I owed the City of Spokane Valley
four-hundred and fifty-three dollars. I processed the ticket in the algebra of apartment vacancies. No less
than four weeks pissed away. Provided nothing went wrong, the shittiest two-bedroom apartment in the
shittiest part of town would not be mine until the end of the school year at best. July was more likely.
Weight collapsed my chest. I dropped the ticket in my lap, and my head to the steering wheel. I
gripped my hair and pulled, hoping the pressure would ground me. That when the anger passed I would look
up and see our old driveway. Sean shooting hoops. Jenn calling us in for dinner. That the man outside my
car had transferred three months prior, or been aborted thirty years ago.
“Is something wrong, sir?” the officer said.
“No,” I said. “It’s just—”
“You look upset.”
I looked down at the ticket, then up at him.
“Sir,” I said. “Fuck you.”
The officer’s face changed, as though I’d backhanded him at a bar. He leaned into my window,
bracing himself against my door.
“Excuse me.” He said.
I crumpled the ticket. “Fuck you.”
“I’m going to give you one more chance—”
I tossed the ticket at him, catching his eye. Then I spit, coating his nose and forehead.
“Fuck you.”
His arms exploded forward and fastened around my shoulders. He pulled. My head hit the inside of
the door. The world became blurred colors and pain.
He opened the door. I felt his hands further down my torso, wrenching me. The straps of my seatbelt
pressed into my hips hard and sharp. My torso twisted, then pain flashed through my back. “You’re under
arrest,” the officer shouted, his mouth four inches from my ear, spit spraying my head and neck.
“Fuck you,” I said, crouching fetal-like, grabbing the steering wheel.
One of his hands released from my shoulder. I thought he’d given up.
From my left came a soft click. I hurtled down and out of the car, and my face bounced against the
pavement.
I braced my hands to move, then pressure overcame me. I let my hands go in surrender. His knee hit
the middle of my back hard, then heaviness hit the rest of my torso, emptying my lungs.
My chest could not respond. The weight of the officer crushed my ribcage from above. The
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pavement beneath could not give. It never would. My vision blurred, sounds muffled.
He grabbed at my wrists and wrenched my hands together behind my back. The metal cuff was cold
before its tightness ground at my bones. The officer took his knee from my back and pushed himself up off
my head and shoulder.
I gasped. Heaving in air as though I’d never breathe again. I rolled to my right, and the left side of
my torso expanded like a cartoonish balloon.
“You have the right to remain silent,” the officer yelled.
My words were raspy and weak.
“Fuck you.”
He rushed through my rights while pulling me to my feet. Before I could balance he threw me
forward. I bounced against car. On the way down he kept talking, his only intelligible words were “resist”
and “arrest.” Arms worked between my armpits and yanked me back up. My feet kicked to find balance. He
pushed me forward.
My chest hit his car. I bounced, landing breathless against pavement and gravel. A door opened
behind me. The officer shouted commands I could not follow. Wetness dripped freely down my cheek and
into the dirt below. The drops joined, forming a small red pool. It reflected the vague outline of a man,
undistinguished and dark.
In the back of the car I flew. From the ground to the car, from the car to jail, from the jail to
nowhere. I stayed up, people and places blurring as one. Some years later, I would dial Sean’s number into
my phone and stare, rehearsing that first call hundreds of times. In one version, Sean told me about high
school, maybe college, and how things worked out they way they were supposed to. In another, he’d curse
and crucify me for the sins I committed and for the ones I should have. Every time I’d look at that number,
wondering what kindness Sean could have for the stranger I’d become.
When I finally called, it went to voicemail.
“If you want to,” I said, “call me back.”
Some days later, he called. His voice was deep, and we both were nervous, like we knew to impress
the other but lacked the knowledge and tools to do so.
“Maybe we can catch up someday,” I said.
“Next time you’re in town, let’s do it,” he said.
When he hung up, I stared back at his number, knowing I could never catch up, or make up for lost
time.
All we can do is stop the bleeding
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Days of Sunlight & Snowfall
Nell stood at the window in the nursing home dining room, where, in a far field, foxes were at play on their
hind legs. She watched a stream of mallards making their way south, while, in the background, a member
of the staff played Isn’t It Romantic on an upright piano. It was her mother Beatrice’s ninety-fifth birthday
and the song was for her. And there was orange cake, her favorite, that cook had baked especially for her.
Nell left the window and sat down next to her mother. Don’t forget to make a wish. But even as she spoke,
Nell’s mind had wandered off with the birds, wondering if maybe they were headed for the warm sunny
shores of Mexico. She didn’t care where they were going, or that they had gotten a late start, she just wanted
to go with them. That was her wish.
And then this girl, this woman, appeared in the doorway to the dining room, wearing a short
flowered skirt and nails painted like flames, hair long and silky-looking, streaked all shades of blonde. At
first glance, Nell thought it was Joanna. But no, Joanna was more reserved, and long gone, this woman was
sun-kissed, like ripe fruit. Her heels clicked rhythmically along the floor as she and an older man entered the
room.
“I’m asking them to sit with us.” As Nell waved them over, Beatrice kicked her under the table.
The woman’s name was Marianne, her grandfather was Willie. They’d recently arrived from
Clearwater, on the Florida coast. They were happy to be invited to sit with Nell and Beatrice, since they
hadn’t found the people of Portland to be very friendly. When Marianne found out it was Beatrice’s
birthday, she excused herself and walked over to the piano. “This song is for my new friend, the birthday
girl.” The room fell silent as she sat down and fingered the keys, playing through a couple of chords that
suggested she had done this before. As she began to sing, Nell thought the song sounded familiar.
Calling out around the world
are you ready for a brand new beat
Her voice was clear as water in a silver pitcher.
summer’s here and the time is right
for dancing in the street …
She sang several verses and stood up. No one spoke. It had grown deathly quiet. Someone might as well
have lobbed a bomb in their midst. Eventually Mrs. Mayfield blew her nose and that broke the spell. Several
residents rose and headed back to their rooms. “Who is this woman?” Beatrice wanted to know.
This woman. Some kind of hallelujah girl, Nell thought. With her green eyes and blue mascara and
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disquietingly red lips. Singing David Bowie’s song. Nell felt breathless. It stirred in her a floating sensation,
a curious feeling of being born on waves. As if she were at the beginning of something, though she couldn’t
say exactly what.
And so, for Nell, it began. Back at the table, Marianne confessed they couldn’t get warm. She and
her granddad. They were used to sandy beaches and palm trees and tropical air. Not fields buried in snow.
Hunters with ducks over their shoulders. And leafless trees turned into ice sculptures by subzero
temperatures. “I saw children skating on frozen ponds.”
“So why didn’t you stay where you were?” Beatrice asked. She had taken Nell’s hand in her own, as
if in expectation of some impending danger.
“My girl’s getting married,” Willie said. Those were the first words out of his mouth. He wore
several sweaters and a carefully trimmed beard. His hair was like a white meringue.
Marianne seemed startled by the announcement. “That’s right. I am.”
Nell noticed her expression had forwarded itself to someplace far away.
“To Martin. That’s his name.” She paused. “He has a place in the north end of town.”
“The north end. Fancy.”
“My girl here,” Beatrice tightened her grip on Nell’s hand, “was engaged to be married once.”
“It’s all right, Mother.”
“Peter. That was his name.” There it was, in her eyes, whenever she spoke of Peter. A hesitancy, a
stillness, as if she had barely missed being hit by a train. “A week before the wedding, his truck skidded off
the Quaker Road Bridge. Sent him straight into the water. They said it was an accident.” Her proclamation
seemed somehow tragic and ridiculous. Then she became very quiet.
Outside was the sound of wind, of tree limbs snapping.
“Martin’s a lawyer. He mainly deals with drug traffickers.”
“I sure didn’t know there were drug traffickers in Maine.” “There’re bunches of them in Florida.
Bunches. That’s why he flies down there. In his own little plane. ”
“I never knew anyone who had his own plane.”
“Well, just you wait. Maybe one of these days, he’ll take us with him. We can have lunch in some
great little place right by the water.”
Nell had never heard anything so extravagant and wonderful. “I’m planning to leave here one day,”
she assured everyone. “Travel somewhere far away and exotic.”
“Spectacular,” Marianne said.
“How will you afford that?” Beatrice asked.
There it was. Any thought of Nell getting her mother’s money so that she could leave and the
temperature in the room would go up. “Finish your cake, dear.”
“I hate orange cake.” She spooned a bite into her mouth, then spit it out.
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Nell stayed all afternoon and past supper, until her mother returned to her room, a room Nell would always
remember, the bluemist wallpaper and windows that faced south, overlooking the coastal town where Nell
had spent her life, the steep sweeping hills and changing, unpredictable sea. She would remember the
cooking odors, steamed cabbage and broiled halibut, that infused themselves in the walls.
“The world feels over to me, all used up,” Beatrice said. “I feel off to one side.” Nell helped her into
bed, smoothed out the blankets. In spite of a lifelong fatigue, her mother had trouble sleeping. “Don’t draw
the shades,” she cautioned. She didn’t like the shades closed at night, otherwise, if she couldn’t see the sun
when she woke up, she wouldn’t know to keep living. That was what she always said anyway.
Nell and her mother had lived for years under the rule and disparaging glare of her father Andrew. He was a
gray man, his hair and eyes, even his skin, a family practitioner with a small office in the front of their
home. Also, in the office with him, was Mary Grace Bonner, Lovey to her friends, who wore a white smock
and a pencil stuck in the mass of her hair. Nell and Beatrice had listened to the sound of their shared
laughter on many a summer day, when the windows were wide open. In contrast, the rest of the house was
filled with a resonance of recriminations and doors flying open and slamming shut. Unhappiness hung like a
veil. When Andrew left them, Nell had just turned fourteen, her mother, long overdue for collapse, downed
several packets of Dramamine. After that she was put on anti-depressants. They were changed from time to
time, and changed again. “We have to be brave,” Nell would tell her mother, but she knew, even at a young
age, Beatrice had no memory of how to be brave.
Nell stayed in her mother’s room until, looking down at the old woman, her eyes filled, in memory
perhaps. Or perhaps in the stirrings of what it might be like without her. She leaned down to kiss her cheek,
but Beatrice turned her head away. “Something to remember,” Beatrice said, before she drifted off, “watch
out for people from Florida, they can’t be trusted. Remember Joanna.”
“Joanna was from California.”
“Same difference.”
Nell took deep breaths, remembering. Nonetheless, she allowed herself to feel hopeful. She would
make a fresh start. She had made fresh starts before and things had not turned out as she had hoped, but she
believed in unforeseen interventions.
That night, back in her own place, which was dusky and quiet, with an old fragile desk and a threewindowed bay, she poured two fingers of scotch and sat at her desk. When she heard the sound of a cat
outside, the striped cat with a mauled ear that had been hanging around for weeks, she went to the front
door. “Might as well come on in.” It didn’t take him long. Green eyes huge, he stepped hesitantly over the
threshold, paused, then dashed across the floor straight for the sofa. Maybe I’ll call you Button, she said to
him as he curled up and began to lick one paw. Because the day had left her with a sense of confidence, she
asked the cat, Are you a Button? Are you going to stay and be a loyal friend? Because if you’re not, you’ll
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be right back out in the cold.
In the days that followed, the four of them shared a table at dinner. It was close to Christmas and Nell
noticed that Marianne had cast a spell over the director of the home, as far as Nell was concerned, a silly
grinning man, for he had given his permission for her to repaint Willie’s room. Several of the occupants
gathered to watch as Marianne, in combat boots and hair caught up with combs, created a bold mural of
green and pink banana leaves. When she finished everyone applauded. Nell watched too, feeling a pride in
the accomplishment of her new friend, as if they were related. “Where did you get the idea for your
paintings,” Nell asked that evening.
It was clear that Marianne relished the telling of the story to anyone who would listen. Of the time
her grandfather took her on a cross country bus trip, leaving Clearwater and on through New Orleans,
Houston, up to the Grand Canyon, Las Vegas. When they got to Los Angeles they went to Disneyland and
Venice Beach and walked through the famous Beverly Hills Hotel. Each and every wall was covered in
green and pink banana leaves. At the time, Willie said he’d never seen anything so magical. He talked for
years about the splendor of it all. She was fifteen.
“I have banana leaves,” Willie smiled.
“He must be very special to you, to go to that trouble.”
“He raised me. Didn’t you Willie? We’re who we have.” She looked at the square-cut diamond on
her finger, noticed a smudge of paint on it, and tried to rub it off with her napkin.
“Maybe you’d do my room,” Beatrice said. “It’s drab as dishwater.”
“You have lovely blue wallpaper, with vines and trellises,” Nell reminded her. Outside, the wind had
come up, blowing yesterday’s snow against the windows. “Did you see any movie stars? In that hotel?”
Marianne tilted her head to the side, the long blonde-streaked hair swinging back like a wing,
revealing earrings that flashed. “I remember Arnold Schwarzenegger was waiting for someone to bring his
car around. Oh my God, he was so beautiful.”
“You were fifteen.”
“Imagine,” her face drawn in dreams.
“And you caught his eye.”
As the evening slipped away, they remained talking, Willie and Beatrice snoring softly, hands folded
in their laps, chins on their chests. Ordinarily Nell couldn’t wait for her time there to end, but not anymore.
Around them, the dining room staff busied themselves clearing away all evidence of dinner in preparation
for breakfast. Back in her room, tucked into bed, Beatrice took hold of her daughter’s arm. “Would you
comb my hair?” There was something so affecting in the look of mute and motionless grief in her mother’s
face.
It was when Marianne invited Nell to have dinner at the home she shared with Martin that Nell’s course of
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action began to take shape. Believing a closer friendship had developed, one where ceremony and
concealment would have no place, she began to imagine lunches away from the nursing home. Downtown
in the dining room of the train station, where the floor was tiled in small black and white squares, both of
them watching the passengers step down from the Amtrak, on its way west. Nell’s imaginings went so far as
to include leaving the city together. Travel by train cross country, or better yet, by ship to some far-off
place, Lisbon maybe, then on to Seville. A place she had read about. A city of pastels, with bridges that
shone orange under phosphorous lamps. Where they could sleep as late as they wanted, awaken to a sound
of bells, take long walks along cobblestone streets, eating churros as music drifted from the cafes. It hadn’t
occurred to her that those were improbable thoughts.
It was a walk-in beauty shop, no appointment needed. Nell had always felt uncomfortable getting her hair
done, sitting in front of a mirror, ears floating, her face unresponsive as iced cake. Perhaps if she’d been
prettier. Or younger. But that day was special. That day she asked to have her hair colored. When they
finished, she left, her hair highlighted and smelling of an unaccustomed fragrance. She walked to the corner
liquor store, browsing the shelves for a bottle of wine. She stopped in a boutique, tried on several pair of
shoes. She decided on the red ones, with a platform heel. She bought a pair of dangling earrings.
Later, she drove through quiet neighborhoods, crossing the river to reach Marianne’s apartment. The same
scary river where Peter had died. It was a brick building, close to the bridge. Marianne lived on the first
floor. There were lights coming on up and down the avenues, and overhead great leaden clouds moved
above the trees. There were occasional flashes of lightening like small yellow explosions, opening the
world.
“Did you know,” Nell asked as Marianne opened the door, “that swallows sleep along the banks of
the river under this bridge?” In her own mind she felt some element of unearthly connection to the water
beneath the bridge – it took life and in turn, restored it.
“Come in, quick. You’ll freeze.”
It was some place, with beams and high ceilings and big windows, fabrics and throws and thick rugs
that suggested places like Morocco. A fire burned in the living room fireplace. A tray on the sofa table held
a crystal ice bucket and various bottles of liquor. The air seemed glazed and honeyed and there was music
playing. A room to kiss in. Fall into disarray.
Nell was wearing the red shoes. Moving her head, she could feel the weight of the earrings.
“You look especially nice tonight.”
Nell didn’t ordinarily wear her hair down. She felt of it as if it were something borrowed. “What a
lovely place.”
“This is Martin’s apartment. We live here together.”
“He’ll be joining us?”
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“He’s gone on business until tomorrow.” Marianne looked over her shoulder, as if he might be
standing in a corner. She was wearing a loose caftan. “He pays for my grandfather, you see.”
“How generous.” Wine was opened and the women settled in on one of the sofas. From the direction
of the kitchen came a smell of roasting meat. “So, how did you meet?”
The story rambled, turned into more of a litany of love affairs gone wrong. Like the real-estate
investor with a gambling problem. A financial advisor who went to prison. She met Martin at a private
men’s club, where he was a regular when he was in town and she had worked as a hostess. Sometimes she
sang with the small group that played on weekends and sometimes she helped out behind the bar. He bought
her things, liked to pick out her clothes, seemed as if his feet were on the ground.
“Are you happy?”
“When he’s pleased with me, I’m relieved. Truth is, I don’t like being alone.” She reached for a
cigarette on the coffee table, lighted it, inhaled deeply. “So. You mentioned swallows, living on the river
banks.”
“Swallows. Yeah. I’ve read that some people actually believe swallows sleep through the winter
underneath the ice. And then, in the spring they wake up and make their way straight to the moon.” Nell,
who usually drank alone, didn’t realize she was drinking so much, so fast. “Crazy, isn’t it?”
“Pretty crazy.”
“I’d like to do that. Follow an imaginary trajectory, up from the fields and past the mountains. To a
place not yet on the map.” Be someone else, someone with long hair half-down her back, eyelids painted
azure. Cool and smooth as stone.

Marianne told Nell that after her mother left she couldn’t fall asleep for

wondering where she had gone. She blamed herself. Because her grandfather didn’t want her to know her
mother had simply run out on them, he said she had been called away and was resting on the moon. And she
could talk to her whenever she wanted. So she sat in the open window, talking her five-year-old talk. “I still
talk to her, but I don’t think she’s coming back.” Marianne reached for the bottle, filling both their glasses.
On their way to being a little drunk, the phone began to ring. They ignored it. “I guess I’d like to go to the
moon. Look around for my mother.”
“You never know.”
“So, it was true?” Marianne asked. “Your mother’s story about the truck going into the river?”
A motorist on the Quaker Road Bridge had spotted the underwater glow of headlights and called for
help. Since Nell had reported Peter missing, she got the call after they hauled his truck from the water. She
drove to the bridge and stood on the bank as his body and the body of his beloved yellow Lab were carried
from the front seat. Peter with his fringe of black hair, a fringe of beard. She remembered listening to the
State Patrol officer explaining what must have happened and all the while she was watching a flock of darkcolored birds make their way overhead. Surely they weren’t swallows, it was too late in the season. Gulls
perhaps. She watched as they changed direction and headed the opposite way. Poor Peter. He loved that
yellow Lab, loved taking him to the shore in the summer. “People who have been in the water for a period
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of time are unrecognizable. It could have been anyone. I kept saying it wasn’t him.” Marianne put out her
cigarette and poured the rest of the wine in Nell’s glass. “I picked out a suit for him. For Peter. And a red
striped tie.”
“How awful for you.”
“Yes. Awful. It should have been blue.” They sat in silence.
“I felt released.”
The two women began to giggle.
“I don’t think my mother’s ever planning to die,” Nell added.
They fell in on one another laughing.
After they moved to a table in the kitchen, another bottle of wine was opened. They ate roast beef
and creamed potatoes, while somewhere in the background a phone rang. Martin had made all the plans for
their wedding. Marianne was no longer laughing. A garden ceremony at the home of his law partner. A
seated luncheon with fresh oysters and grilled filet. His two daughters would be the bridesmaids, his
daughters from a previous marriage. Disapproving daughters, her same age. Their dresses would all be the
same cream-colored silk. When Marianne finished her story, Nell said, “Wow.”
“Yeah.” Marianne’s voice sounded spookily calm. “Except that I’m pregnant. By someone else.” As
if she were dictating notes at an autopsy. “He was someone I met. It just happened.” She flicked something
off her sleeve. “Martin will never forgive me.”
Nell didn’t know what to do with this news. “So, what are your plans?”
Marianne gracefully brushed back her hair and said, “Plans?” – as if that was a word Nell had
invented.
A sudden storm battered the trees outside the windows, making enough of a racket that they didn’t
hear Martin enter the house. He stood in the doorway between the main room and the kitchen, filling it up.
“Anybody home?” He was much older than Nell had imagined, older than Marianne by at least twenty
years. He wore a dark suit and white shirt unbuttoned at the collar, the knot of his maroon tie pulled away
from his neck. Anyone could look at him and know he was a man who knew who the rules were made for.
“Martin.” Marianne got up slowly, a bit unsteady. “I didn’t know you were getting in this evening.”
“I called. You didn’t pick up.” With a few steps he was in the room, smelling of cigarette smoke.
“It’s dark in here. Why are all the lights off? Have you been drinking?” he asked. “You and your friend?”
He nodded perfunctorily at Nell.
When Martin embraced Marianne, Nell examined him, appraising his eyes and mouth. She
wondered about his body, that part between his legs. For a moment she wanted to become him. Feel his
lust. Know how it feels to make love to a woman. Beat him up. She stood and excused herself to look for
the bathroom. She passed a mirror that hung above a chest, and, seeing her reflection, the apricot-colored
blouse, the disarranged hair, she hurried past.
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Inside the bathroom, she locked the door, then took a towel to blot the wetness under her arms. She
pinned her hair in the usual bun. The countertop was crowded with bottles of cologne and jars of face
cream. There were bracelets and hair clips in a variety of shapes. The other side held shaving cream and
deodorant. In the cabinet over the sink were bottles of pills, mostly his. With a finger, Nell stirred
thoughtfully through Marianne’s things, chewing her lip, then she selected a jeweled butterfly on a thin gold
chain and slipped it into her pocket while outside the rain kept falling and falling.
Nell’s cat had disappeared. And at the nursing home, a new director, young and inexperienced, had made
changes, causing the staff to become somewhat indifferent, boisterous and less caring. The residents
appeared to have retreated into a sulky silence. Beatrice herself, pale and close-mouthed, confessed she was
having bad dreams. She clutched at Nell, grasping her hand. To Nell, Marianne seemed burdened,
preoccupied.
It was the day of the month that people brought animals to visit the residents. Like the cat wearing a
small straw hat tied to its head. Nell and Marianne sat in the dining room with their cups of coffee. They
were the only ones there.
“What have you told him?” Nell asked.
“Nothing.” An almost indiscernible shiver seemed to pass through her. “You have to understand that
he likes me available, and all to himself. He likes seeing me walk through the house without my clothes,
pulling me down, pushing me against walls, whenever he feels like it. He makes suggestive remarks in front
of his friends, about what goes on between us.” Marianne put four teaspoons of sugar in her cup.
“I never know what he’s thinking or what to expect. I know he’s insanely jealous. Once, when he
thought I’d been flirting, he gave me a black eye.”
“That’s scary.”
“You know what else is scary?” She looked pretty and disturbed and seemed to be talking to her
shoes. “What will keep me from disappearing like my own mother did. I mean, what keeps a person from
dancing out the door?”
Nell took a deep breath. “I guess it’s normal to feel afraid. On the other hand, you don’t have to have
this baby. I’ve saved up some money. You can come away with me.”
Marianne seemed not to hear. Nell took her silence as consent. She kept going.
“The Seychelles. Singapore. So many places.

We could be like the swallows. The Canadian

geese. Take the Orient Express from Venice to Prague. Or sail…”
Marianne interrupted her. “Do you think the staff is being mean to the residents?” She looked
nervously around. “Willie has a bruise on his arm.”
“What?”
“How does he pronounce his name? The director.” Her gaze kept floating away, elusive and
directionless. “I don’t trust him. He has ears like a fox.”
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“What are you talking about?”
“What are you talking about?” Marianne had finally focused. “The Seychelles? Do you have any
idea where they are? Half way around the world. We’ll be like the swallows? What the heck does that
mean?”
“Just that….”
“Jesus.” Marianne swept her hair back from her face and turned toward Nell, and that’s when Nell
saw the red welt beneath her eye. “Who are you, anyway? Not have this baby. So I could go away with
you?” So she had been listening. “Do you hear yourself? Swallows flying to the moon. Guess what. Dead
birds don’t fly.”
Somewhere down the hall, a choir of children was singing, their small sweet voices clear as tiny
bells. Nell couldn’t hear the lyrics, only the song that was playing inside her own head.
I’ve been bound to leave you, we’ve known that for awhile
The light in the room seemed changed. Brighter and awful. Something switched off in her, the bones
in her chest hurt. “I thought it was a way out for you.”
goodbye, goodbye, easier said than done
“What, are you nuts? What gave you the idea that I wanted to leave my life? Leave my grandfather?
To spend it with you?” Her words hung in the air above their heads. “Talk about crossed signals. Anyway,
it’s too late to talk of this now, it’s been decided.”
there’s no good when you’re the one
Nell sat there hating her. Hating the banana leaves in Willie’s room. What kind of fairy tale was
that? Living inside a Hollywood dream. Never a halleluiah girl. A fatuous and foolish, motherless girl.
Who’d lie down for anyone. Nell’s face was composed, but Marianne’s words were inside her now, walled
in the cellar of her body, and that’s where they would live. As Marianne pushed up from the table and
walked off, she appeared different to Nell. Not so beautiful, her hair resembling the frizzed hair of a dragon
lady, her long legs unwinding like a pair of serpents. Nell wanted to rush out into the road, lose the sound of
the other woman’s voice, but the room was in a carousel spin. Instead she opened her purse and began
picking pistachio nuts from a small paper bag and slipping them into her mouth. Several minutes later she
managed to go to the visitor’s bathroom and throw up.
As dusk glided in, Nell sat quietly in the gloom of her room on the loveseat by the window, fingering the
butterfly necklace fastened around her neck. She would wear it for the rest of the day, then she would
remove it and never put it on again. It would go in the box next to a ring she had taken from Joanna. She
stared at the worn hardwood floor, the partially threadbare Oriental, drinking whiskey from a china cup,
feeling the heat of the liquor in her mouth and throat. The radio played, journalists spoke of their
misgivings. A death-like hour. Occasionally she would walk to the mirror to study the shadows and plains
of her face, the unnatural color of her hair. With each year, she looked more and more like her mother. The
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one person she believed she wanted to be rid of. Now, the thought was terrifying. And Beatrice was right
about Marianne. Just like she’d been right about Joanna. Nell heard the steady swish and hum of her own
blood, the sound of time passing. Around her were books bound in leather, a lighted candle on a mahogany
table. The cat had returned and resumed his place on the sofa. He watched her every move. Where have you
been, she asked. He didn’t say. Outside was a light snow. Slippery boulevards and icy harbors. Soon it
would be spring and the streams and rivers would run clear and warm. There would be wild iris growing in
the gardens. There would be waves, deep and heavy, breaking along the shore.
She went to her desk, took out a sheet of paper. Her hands were steady, her resolve icy and in place.
She felt unconnected with previous and future events. The letter was brief but explicit, and though Martin
hardly knew her, she had no doubt he would believe every written word. Why wouldn’t he? A possessive
and controlling man, beset with doubt over a much younger woman. Knowing something of Marianne’s
history, he would seize on the information concerning the pregnancy, grapple with the newly presented
facts, then he would act on it.
If she hurried, Nell could post her letter before the pines along the road turned black.
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UVB-76
The air conditioning clicked to blow. In an instant, the room filled with a draught that chilled everything but
the burning around my eyes. The first part of the night had been a struggle. There were only three of us on
shift – Linda on dispatch, and Margaret and me on phones. Not nearly enough to cover the bank holiday.
The flood of calls had slaughtered me; I’d barely slept the day before, but at least calls made the shift go
quicker. Now the clubs had closed, the city was winding down. There were a few parties, mostly in student
areas. Everyone else had work tomorrow morning.
Margaret was out having a smoke. I’d wait until half three, halfway through the shift. If I could stay
awake until then, I could rally myself to do it all over again. A mug of coffee, a cigarette, and a few lungfuls
of fresh air might energise me enough for the second half.
My mobile phone vibrated against my leg. Without looking, I knew it would be Amy. If I ignored
her long enough she’d go to sleep. That would give me time to think over what I needed to say to her, and to
do that, first I needed sleep. My head slowly sank towards the desk.
The phones rang. Our phones were networked so one call made them all ring at the same time.
‘If that’s that party at Kellen Court, they’re not getting a taxi,’ Linda shouted from the front. ‘One of
them pished themselves and ran off without paying.’
Linda liked to shout, mostly at the drivers, sometimes at us on phones, but usually she sat at the front
and read a magazine.
I clicked the button to put the call through on my headset.
CLICK
‘Hello, can I get a taxi from Club Rain?’ a girl said.
‘Sure, where to?’
‘Just The Village? Moltke Street?’
She pronounced it Molt-ke; everyone from there called it Moltick Street. Either she hadn’t lived there
long, or she wasn’t going home.
‘What’s the name?’
‘Bell?’ she said, in that teenage way that makes answers sound like questions.
‘Wait at the payphone. Taxi’ll be with you in five.’
The night had slowed down. Belfast doesn’t sleep, but it does doze, for a few hours after the clubs
close and before the airport run begins. It’s in that quiet time we take the weird calls, people going strange
places at strange hours. Other people working the phones hated them, but for me they made this time
bearable, especially since only dispatchers were allowed to read. The bosses expected the rest of us to give
the calls our full attention.
‘What the fuck are you taking calls from Rain for?’ Linda shouted.
‘What’s wrong with that?’ I said.
‘Sure it fucking shut down last week. That booking was from a black taxi.’
‘It was a girl.’
‘Aye cause only men drive taxis,’ she shouted.
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‘No, I mean a young girl. She was a teenager.’
‘Aye, cause you can tell someone’s age from their voice. Wake the fuck up.’
She had a point, but so did I, only I was too tired to argue it. The girl didn’t sound like a grown-up. I
brought up the booking on my computer. The girl had called from a landline – the payphone outside Rain.
She’d been the only person to call from it tonight, but the call records stretched back months, all pick-ups
from Rain. Our booking system was colour coded. Linda had this one coloured blue. This meant the
customer hadn’t been there when the taxi arrived, but in truth Linda hadn’t dispatched it. I could understand
her caution; black taxis often put in fake calls, mostly during busy times: clubs getting out, the Stena ferry
getting in, or the arrival of the airport bus from Dublin. It was our drivers’ faults really; they weren’t
supposed to pick up passengers off the street without a booking, but they did anyway. The law, or the
council, or their union, I’m not sure which, said they were supposed to leave them for the black taxis, who
didn’t work from a depot.
When Margaret came back in, Linda asked her to take over on dispatch while she went for a smoke.
The minute hand had just clicked to twelve, standing straight in a way I couldn’t manage. It was now three
o’clock.
My mobile vibrated in my pocket. Amy wasn’t giving up. A minute later she texted:
NICKY U ON BREAK YET? CAN’T SLEEP. REALLY NEED TO FINISH OUR CHAT.
The thought of talking to her made tiredness more agonising. I put my head on the desk. Now Linda
was out I might get a few minutes sleep. Didn’t have to be proper sleep. I’d settle for the almost sleep of
forgetting my surroundings for a few thoughts.
‘Nicky, do you watch soap operas?’ Margaret shouted from the front.
‘You know I don’t. We’ve had this conversation before.’
‘I think they’re just like real life,’ she said, with a slight chuckle, as if she enjoyed how grumpy I got.
Another night she’d said she was doing me a favour keeping me awake, keeping me out of trouble.
‘The less I know about real life the better,’ I grumbled.
Everything happened in this city while we slept. All those people, going to bed when our shift started
and getting up when it finished: the time between falling asleep and waking was a blip to them, but for me
every second ground slower than the last.
Margaret took the next call. Her voice boomed across the desks, letting me know it was local
celebrity drag queen, Wrong Said John. Whenever she books him a taxi she giggles away about how
wonderful it is, talking to her famous friend. She’s never even met him, and Wrong Said John (or Chris as
he called himself anytime I’ve took his calls) wouldn’t know who she was if she walked in on him and her
husband.
Another call came through.
CLICK
‘Hello, can I get you a taxi?’
‘If I give you my husband’s number, could you check if he took a taxi with you tonight?’ a woman
said. Her voice was quiet, shaky.
‘I can’t do that,’ I said.
‘But he’s my husband.’
‘We can’t give out customer information,’ I said.
‘But he’s missing.’
‘I could get fired. You have to ring the police.’
I heard these small sounds from her, like hiccoughs, like crying.
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‘This isn’t fucking fair,’ she shouted, slamming down the phone.
Margaret was on another call.
‘The driver went to Rain. No one was there,’ she said in her most condescending tone. I knew it was
the girl I’d booked for earlier. All Margaret could see was it was listed as a no show. She didn’t know Linda
hadn’t sent the booking to a driver. I waved at Margaret, but she was as good at ignoring me as she was at
letting me know she was booking taxis for so-called celebrities.
‘And the same to you,’ she chirped before clicking off.
‘What a cheeky wee bitch,’ she said, but I ignored her in turn by looking down at my mobile. I’d
missed another call from Amy. At the start of the shift I’d hoped to outlast her, but it was after three now;
she was sitting up until she got me, and the state I was in, it wouldn’t take much to wear me down. I texted
her back.
On break at half past. Call you then. We’ll sort this.
If I liked Margaret enough I’d tell her about the woman I just spoke to. Bet the husband wasn’t
missing, not properly. That’s not the first call I’ve taken like that. Maybe she thinks he’s cheating on her.
Her number was still on my screen, a landline, hopefully her house.
I keyed it into our system and a short list of previous bookings appeared. They were all from the
same address – 1 Delhi Parade. The bookings were spread out randomly over several months and all under
the name Mrs. Wilkinson. Most of them were morning taxis to Ravensdene Primary School. She could work
there but, since I’d no way of checking, more likely she had a kid there. If they’d a kid together and Mr.
Wilkinson was cheating, he’s a bastard. Maybe tonight wasn’t a good night to be looking into this. I
scribbled the address on a piece of paper and stared around me at the strip lit misery.
When Linda came back in, the clock read a quarter past three; the minute hand was lying horizontal,
like I wanted to be. The Yummy Yummy was the only place still delivering, but it would stop at four.
Margaret didn’t eat at night and Linda brought something from home. I should bring stuff in too; sometimes
the Yummy Yummy’s food tasted burnt. Once I thought I tasted fag butts, but I put this down to tiredness.
Without Linda or Margaret ordering, the meal cost under a tenner; I’d have to pay extra for delivery.
After I’d phoned my order through, Linda let me go on break. The smokers’ hut was in the carpark
round the back of the depot. Although we were surrounded by high fences and security cameras, the small
wooden cabin with no windows was a creepy place to sit at night. Creepy and cold. The steam danced off
my coffee, in a way that reminded me I’d no energy. Here was the only place I was allowed to feel
exhausted. Before I left the room, Margaret had said her daughter-in-law was pregnant. Margaret had the
worst timing. She’s the sort of person who’d start talking during the important scene in a film, or through
your favourite part of a song. Margaret and Linda usually had their set scripts of conversations that they’d
recite night after night, leaving me mostly to my own thoughts, but not tonight. The owner’s kids had
insulted a driver, told him their dad was his boss. The driver told them he was self-employed, all our drivers
technically are, before kicking them out of his cab. That’s what had sparked the conversation. Kids
nowadays – who’d have them?
The hut was quiet; here my thoughts could follow themselves without being dragged elsewhere.
I sparked a fag and took a few puffs. My phone vibrated. Half three on the nose. Halfway home.
Amy rang off. When she started university last October she’d got in touch, saying her big cousin would be
the only person she knew in Belfast. That was balls; someone else from her school must have gone to
Queens. To be honest, Amy flattered me, as if she still looked up to me, like when we were kids. She
seemed to think because I was five years older I’d maturity or insight, but all those years had taught me was
that I was still as clueless as I’d been at eighteen. Still, my mum was happy. Mum was the black sheep of
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the family; it gave her and Amy’s mum an excuse to chat on the phone.
I didn’t want to call Amy back. Normally, she only rang me at work to get her a taxi on a night out.
And our coffee meet-ups were catch-ups – her telling me about her mates, her course, and her boyfriend,
and me telling lies about liking my job. That all changed this evening. And I didn’t know whether to play
the friend I’d become, or the family member she needed.
‘It’s Shane’s,’ she said.
Shane was the first person she’d slept with, and, as far as I knew, her first boyfriend.
I don’t know if she was looking for congratulations, maybe just some warmth, but in the time
between her telling me and before I had to speak, I looked out the window, and wondered how heavy the
burden of responsibility for this sat with me.
‘Are you keeping it?’ I said, turning to look at her.
‘How dare you ask me that?’ she said.
I didn’t want to get into the ins and outs of her relationship with Shane, because we should have had
that conversation a long time ago, only I chickened out. Amy’s face had gone red, ready to explode with
fuck yous and fuck offs, but it could have just as easily dissolved into tears. Amy kept her composure.
‘You’re right,’ I said. A tear rolled down the side of her face. She didn’t wipe it off. ‘I just want you
to know that option’s there. I’d even go to London with you.’
‘Fuck off Nicky,’ she snapped. The guy at the next table looked over. We finished our coffees in
silence. Then I had to go to work. Amy walked with me. She did all the talking, in broken snippets, saying
she knew she was young and at university and her family would freak out, but she also felt she was ready.
At the depot gates, I told her I was sorry I hadn’t reacted better, and I wasn’t talking down to her but maybe
she’d like to meet me later in the week to talk again. I almost ran into the building, but I maintained that
awkward springy walk I hadn’t done since trying to calmly walk past school bullies at the bus station.
I phoned her back, giving three rings before hanging up, relieved she hadn’t answered.
A car horn beeped at the front gate. The Yummy Yummy with my bag of burnt chicken curry. Back
upstairs in the main room, the phones weren’t ringing; I could settle in and take my mind off Amy.
Keying 1 Delhi Parade into the computer showed all pick-ups from Mrs. Wilkinson’s address. This
would include bookings made with mobiles. Nothing under the name Mr. Wilkinson, but there were two
different mobile numbers: one for a Paul going to the cinema last month, and another for a Tom going to the
Dragon Entertainment Centre on Donegal Pass six months ago. There were no bookings for tonight, but if
he was smart, Mr. Wilkinson would use different taxi companies.
My mouth tingled with the first forkful of Chinese, but I put that down to exhaustion. I’d been
careful to order their mildest curry; anything too spicy would fizz in my chewing gum guts until I boked.
It’s an excruciating experience. At first the boke feels like it might stay down. You fight it as your saliva
becomes more acidic. Burps feel uncertain. When it gushes up your throat you’d better be near a toilet. No
amount of rinsing clears that tangy taste. It stays in your mouth until you go home in the morning and brush
your teeth.
‘That smells good,’ Margaret said. I nodded and chewed, picturing the sleepy cook leaning over the
pot, a fag hanging out of his mouth.
When I entered Tom’s mobile number into the computer, it brought up only two bookings – the one
to the Dragon Entertainment Centre and another on the same night from the Dragon going to The Empire in
Botanic. Margaret had booked both.
Paul’s mobile also had two bookings; the one to the Dublin Road cinema and another a week ago
from Adelaide Street Station to Cutters Wharf in Stranmillis.
Adelaide Street is a single platform off the Lisburn Road used by people who live nearby. It’s an odd
station to get picked up from, especially going to Stranmillis: the closest station to there is Botanic Avenue.
If Mr. Wilkinson was Paul, and he was cheating on his wife, whoever he was cheating with could live near
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there.
When I finished my food, I went to the kitchen to bin the wrapper; Linda hated them stinking out the
phone room. The morning staff always made a fuss about it too, as if ordering food meant we were skiving.
Amy hadn’t stopped ringing. The missed call had given her hope, and that had fuelled her efforts. I
gave in and called her back.
‘You’re hard to get a hold of,’ she said.
‘You too,’ I said. ‘Listen I can’t stay on long; the phones are busy.’
Now she had me on the line she was quiet.
‘Hello?’ I said. ‘You still there?’
‘Don’t tell your mum what I told you today,’ she said, sounding annoyed.
‘I wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘Do you tell your mum everything we talk about?’
‘No. She does ask.’
I laughed. ‘Don’t tell her how much I love my job.’
I’d hoped that would lighten the tone, but she stayed quiet on the other end.
‘Amy, I’m going to have to get back.’
‘I know you don’t like Shane. But he’s better than you think.’
‘Amy, in the nicest possible way, how can you trust him?’
‘It was a one off. He’s proved himself since.’
‘You know him better, I’m sure.’
‘That’s right I do,’ she said. ‘See you.’
I hadn’t meant to sound sarcastic, but it seeped out. When I’d slept better, me and her could discuss
this whole thing, but a good night’s sleep was a rarity for me. I always met her with bleary eyes and a yawn
kept wide to pour buckets of coffee down, struggling to follow my own thoughts, never mind her
conversation. One thing I was clear about, and she was right about, was that I didn’t like Shane. It wasn’t
because of his pretentiousness, or his drippy Americana band, or his skinny jeans – so tight he need an apple
peeler to get them off. The only time we’d hung out, he announced he was everything short of a genius and
ended with, ‘I wouldn’t call music a passion; that would be like calling red pink!’ He sussed me out too.
Back in the room I sipped another coffee and waited for a call. Sometimes when the phones were
dead I’d kill time following a driver on an out of town job. Our cars were fitted with tracking systems, so
dispatch could see how close they were to their pick-ups. If you zoomed out on the map, until Northern
Ireland fitted inside the screen, the cars were bunched together in one small lump within Belfast. There
might be a few spread out, mostly headed for Bangor, Lisburn, or the international airport. Sometimes
someone ordered a taxi as far as Newry or Ballymena. If I was a driver, I’d prefer the long journeys into the
middle of nowhere over ferrying pissheads around the city. Only one call was outside Belfast. I zoomed in
to watch the icon on the screen cruise along the M2. The car would now be driving down off the Antrim
Plateau.
Our map wasn’t just Northern Ireland. We could see Great Britain, but not southern Ireland. When I
started this job, I’d planned to save up and move away. Back then I used to pick a random city, a big one –
Glasgow, Manchester, or London, and zoom in on the streets. I’d follow them from the city centre out to the
suburbs and try to picture what they looked like, wonder if anyone was on them at this time, unaware I was
thinking about them. Where in London will me and Amy need to go, if we go? Should I pursue this? Was I
pushing her? Amy could still have it if she wanted, but I owed her facts she didn’t have. Maybe she did have
them. Maybe she was too proud to admit it.
To distract myself I keyed Adelaide Street into the computer. If Mr. Wilkinson was cheating with
someone who lived near the station it was possible he’d been picked up in the past from either Adelaide
Street or Great Northern Street. Since I was checking for the last six months, and because of the large
number of bookings this involved, the computer froze while loading the data.
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That’s when the phone rang. Even though Margaret had taken a few calls while I was on break I
couldn’t click to receive it. Margaret looked across at me, then up at Linda. Linda gave me a look like I
should answer it. The drilling sound of the phone was almost funny. I tried not to laugh, but there was
something about their faces; I couldn’t put their features together. It was as if their eyes, mouths, and noses
all sat apart as separate objects, that couldn’t agree on the distance between each other. I looked back at the
screen. The primary colours of the archaic programme sat out harsh and blocky against the black
background. Margaret took the call. Her voice had a clipped tone like she wanted to call me a bastard.
The list of Adelaide Street bookings came up on my screen, twelve pages for the past six months. I
scrolled through the names and couldn’t find a Paul or a Wilkinson anywhere. Adelaide Street is short
though. Great Northern Street might be more likely.
‘Get a life,’ Margaret shouted into her headset, as if showing the caller (probably some bored student
dick) that she was down with the kids and their lingo. She stood up, looking so harassed I felt guilty for
letting her answer it. She shot me a dirty look and stormed off out for a fag break.
CLICK
‘Hi, where can I get a prostitute at this time?’
‘Can’t help you.’
‘Will your drivers know?’
‘They can’t help you.’
‘Please. I’m over on business and I really need a shag.’
‘Find a number in a phone box.’
I hung up on him. Our drivers would know, but I’m not sending one of them out, only to get a
bollocking if they complain.
My mobile vibrated. A text. I held it beside my leg to read without Linda seeing.
NICKY NEED TO TALK. THIS IS IMPORTANT. WHY DO YOU ALWAYS BRING THAT
SHIT UP ABOUT SHANE?
I slipped the phone back into my pocket. Through my jeans I could feel the vibrations of a new call
on my leg. I didn’t have the energy to go through this with her. It was a sad situation. They’d been going out
since fresher’s week. A few months in she caught him cheating. At first, she was willing to give him another
chance, but he said he couldn’t bear to hurt her again, that by being without her, he would learn to
appreciate her. For the next few months he shagged anything that cast a shadow. But Shane had a way with
him, that made his shit sound like heartfelt gestures from a poet who’s lived more than his years. They got
back together a few months ago, but he kept at it. Not that Amy knows. One night I checked Shane’s call
history. I know whose house he went to on what night, and that he took a taxi home from the same
addresses the next morning. He’d been seeing the girl Amy caught him with, pretty much since he started
seeing Amy.
I brought up the bookings for Great Northern Street – thirty pages for the last six months. I scanned
the first few. No Wilkinsons, but a few Pauls, different numbers though. But Paul was a common name. To
find the right one, or a likely one, I’d have to go through each number’s records.
CLICK
‘Hello, can I get you a taxi?’
‘Going to Kitchener Street.’
‘Picking up where?’
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’27 Camden Street. Waiting outside.’
‘What’s the name?’
‘Bob. I need him to wait and bring me back here.’
‘No problem. I’ll let the driver know.’
‘Thanks sweetheart.’
Smart arse, like we’ve never had a stop and return to Kitchener Street. True, sometimes stop and
returns were innocent, but a dealer lives there. I sent the booking through to dispatch anyway, and Linda
passed it out to a car.
My search for Mr. Wilkinson had hit a dead end. I hadn’t the energy to go through every Paul on the
list. Could Tom be Mr. Wilkinson? Maybe he uses different names; maybe he likes the buzz of sneaking
around and pretends he’s in a spy film. Could Paul and Tom be the same person? Could it be the same
name? Someone on the phones could have taken it down wrong. It’s not that big a mistake; one syllable
drawled over a crackly line on a busy night to someone only half listening.
I brought up the details for Adelaide Street again, to check for Toms. There was one, and all his
bookings had been made from a landline at 23 Adelaide Street. I entered the address into the system. Apart
from Tom there were also bookings for a Stephanie. One of her bookings had taken her to Delhi Street. We
didn’t take down house numbers for drop offs, so I didn’t have an exact address. But Delhi Street turned
into Delhi Parade where the Wilkinsons lived. Was Stephanie the person Mr. Wilkinson was cheating with?
Was it someone his wife knew?
My mobile vibrated. Again, I let it ring off. A few seconds later a single pulse told me I’d a
voicemail.
I scribbled Stephanie’s mobile number on a page and slid it under my keyboard. Margaret had come
back in. Linda let me go to the kitchen to make a coffee.
In her voicemail Amy sounded close to tears. She’d never cried in front of me before. But if she
confronted Shane about what I knew he could get me fired. He knows, or I suspect he knows, I’ve checked
up on him; his pages of bookings stop the night he found out I worked here.
I took my coffee back into the main room. Through the window everything had that blueish tint of
the coming morning. These ugly yellow strip lights would stay on all day. My legs ached as I sat down at
the desk. My muscles burned as they extended and contracted. One of my quads started to twitch.
The clock read a quarter to five. The minute hand was again horizontal. The airport run would start
in an hour. It was a surprise to find out, when I began working here, how many people fly back and forth to
London everyday on the commute.
I drew a line under Stephanie’s number and put a question mark after it. Then I drew a box around it.
I could search through the bookings. Had it been to Delhi Street? Had anyone from Delhi Parade ever went
to Adelaide Street?
Over three hours still left on the shift. I hoped I’d sleep better today, but I wasn’t optimistic. Amy
would phone me all day today too. As I rubbed my eyes they filled with water.
Linda let me go for another smoke because there were no calls. I stood outside the smoker’s hut
inhaling the cold dawn air. What had I been doing tonight? We could take some strange calls. At the same
time, we knew some of our customers were breaking the law. It wasn’t our place to intervene; you took the
call regardless. I knew that booking to Kitchener Street was for drugs, the amount of stop and returns we
book for there. If the police had access to our records they could bust half of Belfast. But with Amy, I
should have done something, because now everything’s more complicated.
Why had I been checking this Mr. Wilkinson out? I didn’t know if he’d cheated on his wife. He
might actually be missing. Did Tom, Paul and Stephanie even know each other? I’d no way of being sure.
And if I called Mrs. Wilkinson and asked if she knew a Stephanie, what then? Why else had I been doing
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this? I’d a job where people forgot you almost as soon as they spoke to you. Did I just want to loom over
their shoulders to find out something no one else knew?
I called Amy, hoping she was asleep. It went to voicemail.
‘Amy,’ I said, my voice sounded hoarse. ‘I need to be honest with you. Shane’s been cheating on
you since you started dating, and he’s cheated on you since you got back together. I’ve looked at his taxi
records. I know who he cheated on you with, and when he did it. Sorry I didn’t tell you before.’
When I hung up I regretted not saying I wasn’t trying to push her into anything, but to let her know I
was here to give her whatever help she wanted. Ringing her back and cluttering her voicemail would just
irritate her. I stuck my phone back in my pocket. Don’t know what Amy will do with that information, but
it’s hers now. She might hate me. I hope she doesn’t. Maybe my timing has made everything worse. Maybe
I’ve fucked it up for all of us.
I sat cross-legged on the ground with my back to the wall, enjoying the brightening sky over another
smoke. Sunrise wouldn’t happen before I went back inside. My phone vibrated. Leant over, with my
stomach resting on my leg, I could feel movement against my belly. A belch of wind came up, bringing with
it a threat of boke. A few sips of milk might soothe my stomach. I swallowed hard and tried to stand, but my
heaviness pulled me down; I’ve put on weight. The phone went again. I closed my eyes and drew together
the strength to lift myself. Once more, I flattened my palms on the concrete slabs below me and, pushing
hard, rose out of my uncomfortable position.
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And I Will Grieve
My father cleans his gun on the kitchen table while my mother brews coffee. The smell wakes me, and
when I come downstairs he points the barrel at me and says, “Don’t worry; it isn’t loaded.”
I stand on the threshold of the kitchen and flinch.
“Put that away!” my mother says frantically, scurrying into the next room.
He is annoyed by her anxiety, and doesn’t put the gun away, but aims it casually at her now. “It isn’t
loaded,” he says. “It can’t hurt anyone. Jeanne, I wouldn’t point it at you if it was loaded.”
____
As a child of ten or eleven, one of my favorite poems is by Peter Meinke. “This is a poem to my son Peter /
whom I have hurt a thousand times . . . .” The poem is an apology from a father to the son he has abused, a
mournful attempt to be understood. I return to the pain of that poem, again and again over the years, letting
myself ache for father and for son.
My other favorite poem, from the same anthology, is about a man awaking in a hospital bed to
realize his arm has been amputated. The poem takes us through his shock as his remaining hand travels over
the stump; his numbness; his despair; his acceptance. I cannot remember, years later, who wrote the poem,
or what it was called, and when I go to my parents’ house, I look for that anthology, but I cannot find it.
____
My mother’s family are night owls, and she has passed this trait on to her children. Whenever I need to talk
to someone in my family, be it four in the afternoon or four in the morning, there is always someone awake.
As a child, I come downstairs at midnight to find my mother on the phone with her mother.
Sometimes, when my mother talks with her mother, I stand just outside the kitchen doorway and
listen as she speaks in soft tones about what my father has said or done that day. Sometimes I listen as she
cries.
“Never trust a man with dark hair and blue eyes,” my mother jokes, often. “That’s what Grandma
always says.”
Perhaps it is something about the fact that my father’s anger is mostly restricted to verbal abuse that
has made me think it isn’t so bad. But where is the threshold? When does abuse become bad enough? I think
about how my mother never had a father, not a real father. And I think, despite the warning about blue eyes
and dark hair, despite my father’s rages, “Surely, she has married a man better than her father was.” And I
think that means I must marry better, too.
____
I am twenty-four, and home from graduate school for the summer. It’s the first time I’ve been home for an
extended period of time since moving out; I hadn’t realized how difficult it was being at home until then. I
find my parents’ house suffocates, is dimly lit. I feel oppressed at every moment. I spend much of my time
walking or running to ease my feelings of restless anger and anxiety, doing impromptu push-ups, drawing,
writing, praying.
Every interaction with my father is marked by tension. He loves us, wants to see us—we know this is
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true. But the anger is there, the lack of control, the resistance to accede to the lack of control. I don’t know
where it stems from, and I don’t know when it will appear; the smallest thing sets him off.
I fear sometimes that I have the same anger. I fear it in those moments of intense impatience, when
all I can do to calm myself down is exert physical force—running, push-ups, punching a pillow, throwing
rocks at the ground, at the trees. I feel the frantic anger less when he is not around, but I still feel it. The
semester following this summer, I will be back in school, and my smoke alarm will go off in my bedroom,
signaling a dying battery. Unable to turn the mechanism off, I will hurl it at the wall, smash it with a
hammer until the sound dies. It will be ridiculous, shameful. An overreaction.
But every interaction with my mother, that summer back home, is marked by resentment at her
passivity, and yet admiration of her seemingly endless compassion. So maybe that’s where my anger really
comes from—a desire not to be hurt, not to let anyone hurt me.
____
That summer, a pastor asks me during a counseling session to talk about my father. I say with a bit of a
smile, “He is a difficult person.”
“How so?”
“Well, most of the time, when I’m around him, if I put myself in the role of daughter, I become
disappointed. If I look at him as my father, as somebody who should take care of me, it won’t happen. I
have to position myself as one human being caring for another human being who is constantly hurting.”
____
I am thirteen.
I wander into my parents’ bedroom—looking for something, an item of clothing, perhaps,
mistakenly brought to their room instead of mine. Christian alternative rock is playing loudly throughout the
house. My parents have a rule for me and my siblings: no music, unless it is Christian or oldies. I have
become a big fan of Buddy Holly.
I search through the stacks of laundry on my mother’s dresser and come upon her Bible, the one my
father gave to her. I open it—on the inside cover, the inscription reads, To Jeanne. I would not know Him
like I do, without you. Love, Alan.
As I read this, tears well in my eyes. My mother survives every attack my father makes against her;
her compassion saves him, and I think it saves me too. When my father rages, she tells me he is better than
he used to be, or he is better than his parents were, or better than her father was. She tells me his leg is
bothering him today, that he had a hard day at work today, that he is not very happy.
I believe sometimes that I have inherited some of my father’s rages. I hope I have inherited some of
my mother’s compassion, too. But sometimes I witness her sadness, and I wonder if her compassion can
save her.
____
Midway through the summer I am twenty-four, we visit my sister and her family in Tennessee. The drive is
long and hot, and there are five of us packed into my father’s Hyundai Elantra because it is the only car that
works right now. We’re arranged delicately: my brother is tall, like my father, and so he must not sit behind
him, or else his knees won’t fit against the driver’s seat, which is already pushed far back to allow my father
enough room.
My father often drives the car with his knees, moving rapidly through traffic without using his turn
signal. “Dumbass can’t drive,” he says of any driver who gets in his path. “Probably a woman.”
The more we ask him to slow down, to use his turn signal, the worse he drives in protest. “I won’t let
anything happen to you,” he says angrily.
When the windows are up and the air is on, my mother becomes cold; when the windows are down,
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my mother becomes hot, because she is bundled in a shapeless black cardigan that she refuses to remove, no
matter how my father complains.
I try as best as I can to relax in the backseat with The Screwtape Letters and Chopin streaming
through my headphones. On the way home, I’ll have finished the book, and I’ll be able to talk to my father
about it. C. S. Lewis is one area of common interest between us; the rest of my family doesn’t read Lewis,
doesn’t read much at all. This intersection between my father and me, who otherwise have very little to talk
to one another about, is a point of pride, I think, for both of us. We desperately congratulate ourselves over
small connections, because connection, communication, is so hard for us.
We finally arrive, and all in one piece, despite my father’s driving, and decide to take my sister’s
family out for dinner. We divide the group between my father’s car and my brother-in-law’s car: Taylor and
her infant daughter in my father’s car with me and our parents, my younger sister and brother in my brotherin-law’s car with him and his toddler son.
Having been in the car all day long, my father is not the person to drive us, but he will not allow my
mother or me to drive. He drives recklessly, as before, and Taylor speaks up. “Can you slow down?”
My father refuses. And when the restaurant at which we intend to dine is unexpectedly closed, and
we must turn in the opposite direction to go to another restaurant, my father says, “Just how much fucking
gas am I going to waste today?” and drives even more recklessly.
“Can you fucking slow down?” Taylor asks. “Rory’s car seat is shaking.”
“Alan,” my mother says, “slow down! Your daughter is asking you to slow down.”
He ignores them, drives faster.
“Slow the fuck down!” Taylor yells. She does not sound scared; she is angry. “I don’t want my child
in this car with you. Let me out of the car.”
At last, he pulls into an empty parking lot at a run-down strip mall. My sister removes her baby from
the car seat and storms out of the car, walking God knows where. I exit the car with her in solidarity, feeling
all the while as if I am abandoning my father, somehow—as if I should stay.
My mother stays.
Later, I complain about my father’s reckless driving to my cousin Elizabeth, who will remove to a
monastery next fall. She will forgo marriage to a fallible human, wedding herself to God, instead. She says,
“Well, I see where he’s coming from. As your father, he wants to protect you, and he wants you to
trust that he’s in control. It’s your duty as a daughter to put your trust in him, like it is our duty to trust in
God.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I say. “He isn’t in control. He isn’t in control of the car when it’s going that fast.
He isn’t in control of the world around him.”
She doesn’t shrug, but says matter-of-factly, “He doesn’t see it that way. I think it must hurt him that
his family believes he won’t take care of them.”
____
I talk to my counselor about my difficulty with romantic relationships, my fear of them.
“Why are you so afraid?” he asks.
I shift in my seat. “Well, because.”
“Yes?”
I sigh, launch into a diatribe on the discomfort in vulnerability, the inevitability of pain. I tell him
about what my father does to be romantic towards my mother: buys her flowers and candy on Valentine’s
Day, Mother’s Day, and still expects her to do the housework. Women like flowers. Women like candy. He
will buy her cakes and cookies and heart-shaped boxes of chocolates and then slip in insidious comments
about how she never eats anything healthy. She will comb her fingers through my hair and tell me that she
used to be so thin as a girl. In blazing heat, she will cover herself in thick cardigans that cover her arms, her
waist.
My counselor asks, “Do you have any model for a happy marriage?”
I think and I say, “Bogie and Bacall?”
“Well, that doesn’t count.”
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____
My father is tall and handsome. He used to make art, but he doesn’t now. He reads Christian nonfiction, and
Dune. He always gets tickets for himself and his children to midnight premieres of films, but he falls asleep
halfway through the showing because his usual bedtime is nine o’clock. He goes to work at the electric
company every day, and rarely takes a sick day. I have no recollection of him drinking. He takes pride in his
children, his grandchildren. He helps me do my taxes. He sneezes loudly. He has rough elbows. He yells at
and about the family dog, but when he thinks he is alone with her he pets her, talks to her. He leads Bible
study for middle school boys and teaches them how to make things, like LED lamps out of plastic jars that
turn on when you flip them upside down. He won a beard contest at the Ohio Bicentennial when I was
eleven. When I hug him I smell the same aftershave he has been using since I was a child. Sometimes, when
I am far away from him, I will wander through the supermarket, or pass a man on the street, and the
smell of my father will come to me unexpectedly, and I will grieve.
____
Swans are swimming on a pond outside the window but my father is looking at the ceiling. I am very young
—five or six—but as I remember it, all is white in the room, except for my father’s dark hair, his blue eyes
that I inherited. My beautiful mother stands beside his hospital bed and says soothing things to him. The
sheets are crumpled over his midsection, his thighs. His right leg protrudes from the folds. His left leg does
not.
For months after my father finally returns to work at the electric company, my mother must wake up
my sisters and brother and me in the early dawn, before it is light out, so that she can drive him. My siblings
and I sit in the back seats with our blankets, our toys; my father sits in the passenger seat, defeated.
He maneuvers about in a wheelchair or on crutches before getting a prosthetic leg. The amputation is
the result of a series of motorcycle and car accidents. I don’t ever remember a time when my father’s leg
was completely healthy, though I remember when it was still there. It has only ever in my memory been red
and glossy, heavily scarred, barely bendable; for as long as I can remember, he has walked with a limp. But
the amputation makes his handicap final. It means he cannot do the things that he wants to do. He cannot
run, cannot play baseball or football with his son.
He is outraged at the unfairness. He moves to strike me, my siblings; my mother screams, and
though once or twice over the years he gets at us, I rarely fear for our physical safety. Sometimes I wonder,
does our salvation lie in my father’s limitations? What would he do if he had more power? if the seconds it
took for him to lurch forward to strike were few enough, if he were unimpeded by his shattered body?
Despite his rages, despite his sadness, he takes care of us.
When he wears shorts, small children eye him warily and ask their parents if he is a robot. I want to
say, “No, a robot will never be able to feel this much. Ask a robot to love you, it won’t.”
____
I am a teenager. My mother drives me to school in early autumn, the weather warm, the windows down. Her
brown hair is in its traditional messy ponytail, the streak of gray running through it like a bolt of lightning. I
think it is distinguished. She doesn’t like it, but she does not dye her hair, nor wear makeup; my father does
not like her to. But she always encourages me to wear more makeup, to get my hair done, to wear nice
clothes, to attract boys. “Let’s go shopping,” she says. “Get you some eyeshadow.” When I wear makeup,
my father asks why I do it, as if it is hurting him, as if I am not respectable. When I get my ears pierced at
sixteen, he says, “I never thought you would do this to me. You, of all people.” I am the “good” child;
Taylor pierced her ears herself in middle school, cakes on black eye makeup and black lipstick.
My mother’s arm hangs out the window and she rotates her hand, stretching her fingers
absentmindedly. She always talks about going and getting her hair done—for her birthday, for Christmas, a
girl’s day out—but she never will.
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Queen’s “Somebody to Love” comes on the radio, and my mother says thoughtfully, “You know, I
really like this song. He just wants somebody to love, not somebody to love him. That’s so important. Our
culture doesn’t focus enough on loving.”
____
As a teenager, I encase my arms in thick sleeves, even in summer heat.
At night I hold the fat of my upper arms between my fingers, marking in my mind where I would
cut, if I were to take shears to my arms. I’d be rushed to the emergency room and if I didn’t die of blood
loss they’d sew my arms back up and my arms would be thin.
The problem would be the scars.
____
My father develops a hobby one summer: breadmaking. Sourdough loaves, honey bread.
My family devours it, praises him for his talents and for his goodness. He makes more bread—faster
than we can eat it. It grows stale; we throw it out; and he calls us ungrateful.
He stops making bread.
____
I am a teenager. One night, after listening to my parents argue from my bedroom, my mother comes to me,
strokes my legs, my hair, and she asks me, “Do you ever think I should leave your father? If we took time
apart, what would you think about that?”
I freeze. My mother and father are traditional—dangerously so, I think sometimes. Divorce is not an
option unless something is really wrong. People who divorce just aren’t trying hard enough. My father has
never cheated on my mother.
My kneejerk response to her question is: “No! You can’t leave him.”
She tries to backtrack. “I know, I probably never would. Just, sometimes, I wonder what’s best for
you kids. I want to do right by everyone.”
Years later, my older sister tells me my mother recently asked her, over the phone, late at night,
whether she ought to have divorced my father. “I told her no,” Taylor says. “I mean, what could I say, at
that point? ‘Yes, you should have left him a long time ago’?”
____
When the pastor asks me to talk about my mother, I tell him I don’t know how she can be happy. My father
does not let her work, yet he condemns her for staying home all day, tells her to clean the house and make
his dinner, and then complains that she never does anything. But she reads her Bible every day, goes to
church every week, prays without ceasing, does crossword puzzles. She says she is happy, because she has
Jesus.
The pastor smiles sadly.
____
I am eighteen. My sister Taylor drops out of college and marries at twenty, at my mother’s urging—“You
can’t live in sin this way.”
Taylor moves with her husband Clay to Tennessee and has two children within a few years. She tells
me, over the phone, how lonely she is, how it has been five, six, seven years and she still has no friends
here, never leaves the house. How she loves her children, but she never wanted this.
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She paints and writes, intent on going back to school when she has the time. She tells me she is
jealous of my accomplishments, of my freedom. “You’ve found your soul mate,” I tell her. “You have
beautiful children. Everyone wants that. And you have time. You can always go back to school.”
____
I go to college. Then graduate school. I don’t have sex until I am twenty-five, in a time of desperate
loneliness. When I do it is with a man with dark hair and eyes that I call green, but which are blue in certain
lights.
He comes to my house a lot that first summer, because his apartment is cramped and my roommates
have already moved out, leaving me the run of the place. We watch cartoons together all summer long and
sleep together in my twin bed.
“I’m stopping by the grocery store before coming over,” he tells me one afternoon.
“Can you grab some water bottles for me?” I ask. “I’m out. But no worries if you can’t.”
“Ah, I’m really just running in,” he says.
But when he comes over, he deposits a gift into my unexpectant palms—my favorite chocolate bar. I
pause for a millisecond and analyze: the chocolate aisle is right beside the beverage aisle, and this chocolate
bar is roughly the same price as a pack of water bottles. But I shouldn’t be so thankless. This is a kind
gesture.
I smile at him and tell him “Thank you” and I stand on my tiptoe to kiss his cheek.
____
Maybe I thought my father was kinder than he was because he could not hurt me unless I stood still, and I
did not stand still when he lifted his arm. But how long did I stand still when he raised his voice to me?
How long do I vacillate even now between my parents, wanting to protect them both but feeling I
cannot save one without harming the other? When my father screams at my mother I rise in anger to defend
her, only to feel afterwards that he deserves kindness, deserves mercy, because he is not happy, because he
is not fulfilled.
My father talks of wanting to die. Sometimes I will be far away from home, at a party, maybe, or
reading in a cafe, and a memory of my father telling me he doesn’t want to wake up will burst into my
mind, and my chest will begin to heave, to ache, and I will ask myself what I am doing, so far away from
him? from my mother?
When I return home for Christmas, my father picks me up from the bus station and enfolds me in a
hug. I reach my arms as far around his body as I can, thinking what a tragedy it is, that no matter how
tightly you hug your parents, you can never hug them tightly enough.
____
I am a junior in college, still living at home. It is the hottest day of the summer, and my father wants to take
my brother and me to Cedar Point. I don’t want to go—I want to stay at home and continue to talk to a boy
from school whom I have a crush on, but I remember having read that thriving romantic relationships
depend on one’s ability to maintain a healthy relationship with the male members of one’s own family, and,
anyway, my father is excited to go, so I go.
My father loves to do traditional father-child activities with my siblings and me. Father-daughter
dinners at the church, father-son camping trips, amusement parks, movies, the county fair. As my siblings
and I get older, we opt out of these activities more and more, preferring to stay home, or to go to the movies
with our friends, instead. But there is a voice in the back of my head telling me I am a bad daughter if I
don’t go, that I am letting him down.
“They’ve got that new roller coaster now,” he says on the way there. I nod. My brother has his
headphones in.
Once at the park, we meander a bit in the heat, deciding which rides to try first. We agree on the
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nearest roller coaster; the line is short enough. We stand and make awkward conversation—my father has
never known how to speak to his children. Sweat rolls down our temples. I cross my arms over my waist.
We reach the head of the line and prepare to board the cars, when an attendant comes to my father
and tells him he cannot ride. My father, standing in his T-shirt and ballcap and khaki shorts that reveal his
metal leg, asks why. “Safety hazard, sir. Your leg. I’m sorry.”
“What the hell?” my father says. “I paid to get into this fucking park—I looked it up on the website
before I got here, they said nothing about my leg being a problem. I just want to ride this roller coaster with
my kids.”
“You can go on the merry-go-round,” the attendant proffers. “Or the tram,” as if it’s a ride at all.
My father looks as if he might strike the attendant. If he were younger, I think he might, but he is in
his fifties now, and has become like a tired old lion.
We leave the park.
____
I come back to Meinke’s poem now and then. The same way I will be standing in a crowd and suddenly
remember my father saying he wants to die, the same way I will see a man in line ahead of me in a cafe who
looks from the back a little like my dad, lines from Meinke’s poem will flutter across my brain at odd
moments. my oldest son Peter, age 10, / going on 11. Aging on and on with the pain. I thought you knew /
you were beautiful and fair / your bright eyes and hair.
It isn’t until I am in my early twenties that I realize I have made the rookie mistake of assuming the
speaker of the poem was the poet. I have always read the poem as if Meinke is the father apologizing to his
son; I learn this is not so. The poem is an imagined apology, written by Meinke from the perspective of his
father.
Does this change the meaning of the poem? It shouldn’t, maybe, but it does. It is no longer a father
putting his apology into poetry, but a hurt child making sense of his father’s abuse. Did Meinke’s father
ever apologize for that abuse? Does it matter if he apologizes, if the hurt comes back again and again, if it is
inflicted again and again?
If we can fabricate apologies and explanations for our hurt, is it just denial—a tired refusal to address
the hurt? Or is it an honest attempt at peacemaking? Is it human to believe that deep down, everyone carries
with them the weight of an apology for their sins?
____
For my father’s fiftieth birthday, my mother rents out a large single-room cabin at the park—at least ten
long tables, a kitchenette, trees outside to wander amongst. She invites his friends from church and work,
his family. She is excited and easy. My father is excited and nervous.
Only a few people show up. Not enough to fill more than one table. Most of them are church friends.
My parents smile and mingle, but my father is ashamed at this lack, this quantitative evidence of
apparent valuelessness.
I am ashamed, too. To this day, six years later, this is my most painful memory, more painful than
the Cedar Point attendant telling my father he cannot ride, more painful than the times my father tells me he
wants to die, more painful than any of the times my father has yelled at me or my mother or my brother or
sisters or moved to hurt us.
I spend much of the party wandering around the trails outside the cabin. But of course I know that
this night does not prove my father is unloved, or that he has done no good in his life, or had no positive
impact on the people around him. I know value is not quantitative.
But I wonder if I know this because it is true, or because I love my father—or because I believe that
we are reincarnated in our children, generation after generation, and I fear I have inherited my parents’
worst qualities. Or perhaps it is a mixture of these.
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Samantha is a recent MFA graduate from Arcadia University. When she's not living in her
fiction, she can often be found with her nose in a book and chugging copious amounts of
coffee, accompanied by her two cats. She currently writes for The Aquarian Weekly, a music
magazine based in New Jersey, and has had pieces published in Humor Press Anthology,
Witch Works Magazine, Ginger Collect, and Jotters United.
Melissa Ostrom
Melissa Ostrom teaches English in western New York and is the author of the YA historical
novel, The Beloved Wild (Feiwel & Friends, 2018). Her short fiction has appeared in The
Florida Review, Juked, Passages North, and Monkeybicycle, among other magazines, and her
second novel, Unleaving, is forthcoming from Macmillan in March of 2019.
Erin Thomas
Erin Cecilia Thomas is a writer originally from upstate New York. She has lived in Buffalo, Boston,
Brooklyn, Nashville and New Jersey. She has been a barista, hostess, chicken wing frier, grocer, bookseller,
visual merchandiser, and recording engineer. She studied music and writing. She has one dog named
Frankie. ECT has written one novel and numerous short stories, essays, and poems.

Noel Williams
Noel Williams is the author of Out of Breath (Cinnamon, 2014) and Point Me at the Stars
(Indigo Dreams, 2017) with poems widely published in the UK, US and elsewhere. He's coeditor of Antiphon magazine (antiphon.org.uk), Reviews Editor for Orbis
(www.orbisjournal.com), and also a reviewer for The North and Envoi.
Amy Lauren
A graduate of Mississippi College, Amy Lauren authored Prodigal (Bottlecap Press, 2017)
and God With Us (Headmistress Press, 2017). Her poetry appears in The Gay & Lesbian
Review, Cordite Poetry Review, New Orleans Review, and elsewhere. Drop her a line at
amylaurenwrites.com
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Laurie Kolp
Laurie Kolp is the author of the complete poetry collection, Upon the Blue Couch, and
chapbook, Hello, It's Your Mother. Her publications include Southern Poetry Anthology VIII:
Texas, Stirring, Rust + Moth, Whale Road Review, Front Porch Journal, and more. Laurie lives in
Southeast Texas with her husband, three children and two dogs.
Crystal Stone
Crystal's work has previously appeared or is forthcoming in BONED, Eunoia Review,
isacoustic*, Tuck Magazine, Writers Resist, Drunk Monkeys, Coldnoon, Poets Reading the News, Jet
Fuel Review, Sigma Tau Delta Rectangle, North Central Review, Badlands Review, Green Blotter,
Southword Journal Online and Dylan Days. She is currently pursuing her MFA at Iowa State
University and gave a TEDx talk called 'The Transformative Power of Poetry' the first week
of April. Her first full-length collection, Knock-off Monarch, is forthcoming from Dawn Valley
Press. You can see her Ted X talk, The Transformative Power of Poetry, here:
https://tinyurl.com/ybenpdt8
Kristin Entler
Kristin Entler has just completed a Bachelor’s degree in Creative Writing at the University
of Alabama at Birmingham with plans to begin her MA in Creative Writing in the Fall.
Ashley Mag Gabbert
Mag Gabbert holds a PhD in creative writing from Texas Tech University and an MFA from
The University of California at Riverside. Her essays and poems have been published in or
are forthcoming from 32 Poems, Stirring, The Rumpus, The Boiler Journal, Phoebe, Sugar
House Review, Birmingham Poetry Review, and other venues. Mag teaches creative writing
for the Graduate Department of Liberal Studies at Southern Methodist University and for
Writing Workshops Dallas. She also serves as an associate editor for Iron Horse Literary
Review. For more information, please visit maggabbert.com
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Laurinda Lind
Laurinda Lind lives in the U.S. in New York’s North Country, and won the 2018 KeatsShelley Prize for adult poetry. Some poetry publications/ acceptances have been at Algebra
of Owls, Antiphon, Antithesis Journal, Constellations, Crannóg, Soliloquies, Sonic Boom, and Two
Thirds North; also anthologies Visiting Bob: Poems Inspired by the Life and Work of Bob Dylan
(New Rivers Press) and AFTERMATH (Radix Media).
J. David
I am a Ukrainian immigrant, identify as asexual and agender, and suffer from co-morbid
Schizoaffective and Borderline Personality Disorders. One of the ways my schizophrenia
manifests itself is through hearing the voices of my dead friends, so I’ve found myself
revisiting the years I overlapped with each of them. These poems are interested in the ways
we navigated the world together and to what extent we are responsible for growth or pain
in the lives of others. Some also act as elegies and documentation of the fact that if nothing
else, we were here. There were five of us, we were an island of misfit toys, but over time the
other four either committed suicide or died from accidental overdose. The last of these
deaths occurred two years ago, and since then I’ve been committed to telling our stories
and using our experiences to tackle tough questions about mental health-care availability,
cultures of stigma, and recovery narratives; as well as using it as an opportunity to meditate
on friendship, grief, and the potential for joy.
Brian Marceau
In addition to writing fiction, Brian is a teacher of both Special Education and English,
something he has done for seven years. He also hits tennis balls at and over nets, plays
pickup basketball with the willing, and devotes his leisure time to coffee snobbery. This is
his first publication.
Shirley Sullivan
Sullivan’s work has appeared in The Tampa Review, The Fiddlehead, Harpur Palate, The
Fourth River, Sou’wester, Quiddity International Literary Journal, Pisgah Review, The
Concho River Review, The Chaffin Journal and Writing on the Wind, an Anthology of West
Texas Women Writers.
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Gerard McKeown
Gerard McKeown is an Irish Writer Living in London. His work has been featured in The
Moth, 3:AM, and Litro, among others. In 2017 he was shortlisted for The Bridport Prize.
Devan Murphy
Devan Murphy is a writer and artist currently based in Athens, Ohio. She received her BA
in English from The University of Akron in 2015, and her MA in English Literature from
Ohio University in 2017. Devan’s poetry and fiction have appeared in AshBelt Magazine, and
her art has appeared in The Esthetic Apostle and The Underground, and is forthcoming in New
Ohio Review and Silver Needle Press.
Judy Nguyen
Judy Nguyen, mostly known as Jinglejude on social media, is currently a graphic design
sophomore. She's passionate about creating 2D illustrations about everyday life and things
that may stir it up. Those things could be a song lyric, a rare feeling, an amiable human or
animal, a question unanswered or, from time to time, a giant in the city. Consequently,
most of her time awake involves daydreaming, creating and petting her cats in the belly.
Her work graces the cover and is featured through-out the issue.
Cynthia Decker
Cynthia is inspired by the everyday, by life lessons, small moments, and big ideas. Her goal
is to take these inspirations and present them to you the same way she sees them in her
head—as objects for you to discover, and places you could walk into and explore. Cynthia
began drawing– pixel by pixel– on an Apple II computer when she was about 13.
Throughout high school and college she practiced art and design, and during this time she
started digital painting. Cynthia also continued working with traditional media. She began
showing and selling prints of her work in 2003, and she now does so through her website,
as well as in physical galleries in North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee and Texas. She
is always looking for new venues, and hopes to expand this list in coming years.
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Ramona Darabant
Born in Romania, Ramona now lives near Vienna, where she works as a family physician.
Ramona tries to capture ideas and impressions from her daydreams. Some of the drawings
are in ink and crayon, the paintings are watercolor.
Rebecca Pyle
Rebecca Pyle lives between the Great Salt Lake and the gorgeous old mountain mining
town where Sundance film festival takes place each winter. Long ago. she graduated from
the University of Kansas, which the Wizard of Oz in the movie came from and she adored,
and where Daniel Woodrell, William Stafford, and William Inge came from, too. See
rebeccapyleartist.com

Peter HIll
Peter Hill was born in Tonbridge, Kent in 1965 and as a child moved to Sheffield, on the
edge of the Peak District. He draws heavily on the extraordinary landscapes that surround
his National Park Galleries in Derbyshire and the Lake District.
Peter's work continues the long tradition of artists in their creative ambition to capture
nature's dramatic forms, gentle reflections and quixotic qualities of light. This constant
endeavour is also applied to bold cityscapes that feature frequently in his repertoire.
Working in oil on canvas he has developed a vibrant, contemporary style that pays homage
to past masters such as Turner, and those of the impressionist movement, but uses a pallet
of colours that is definitely of the 21st century.
Paul Nixon
As a young child Paul spent much of his youth with his grandparents, in the mountains of
County Sligo. Between his grandmother and the writings of WB Yeats he was greatly
inspired after he left Ireland, leading him to produce works similar to the image of the
sculpture of Queen Maeve you can see at the start of the Acknowledgements section. Much
of his work was carved in wood and cement and then photographed in black and white to
produce very unique fairy images. In fact last year the WB Yeats Society in New York had
him fly up to NYU to give a presentation as part of a tribute to Yeats. You can find more of
Paul’s work at his website: www.paulnixonart.com
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