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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This thesis is a collection of short stories that explore characters undergoing a 

personal change and how it affects their lives and relationships. Each character struggles 

with a sense of ambivalence as well as a desire to control and understand her life, and 

these two reactions produce a conflict.  
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"Against my better judgment, I feel certain that very near here--the first house down the 

road, maybe--there's a good poet dying, but also somewhere very near here someone's 

having a hilarious pint of pus taken from her lovely young body, and I can't be running 

back and forth forever between grief and high delight."  

 

—Buddy Glass, from J.D.Salinger’s Franny and Zooey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  1 

 

The Walk 

 

“To me, it is not about getting over things and moving forward, it is about going through 

the sadness, taking some of it with you and being made whole because of it.”  

—Justine Vernon, mother of Justin Vernon (Bon Iver) 

 

 Allie parked her white Corolla in front of a tree, turning the key halfway so she 

could hear the rest of the song. She could feel her jean shorts sticking to the newly 

deposited globs of fat on her hips and thighs. Last night she’d eaten three pieces of fried 

chicken and a bowl of macaroni and cheese, and even though she spent all day hauling 

around coolers and chairs for her brother’s soccer tournament, she didn’t count this as a 

workout. Colin’s team lost in the final game; she politely averted her eyes as he wept on 

the way home. Now as she got out of her car, she thought of the boys’ faces as they 

played, free of emotion, concentrated on just that moment. If she could be that carefree, 

she would not consider her day a loss, even if she’d lost an infinite amount of games.  

She had been excited all week, though now a huge part of her wanted it to be 

three hours from now, when she’d be safe in her bed, free to think things over without the 

pressure of acting. When she wouldn’t have to worry about making fool of herself, which 

she’d inevitably do. Her deepest worry was that the night would not live up to her 

expectations, which others were always telling her were wildly disproportionate to 

reality. She had tried tempering her excitement by searching through Jeremy’s Facebook 

for any disparaging, racist or sexist comments he’d made, but he had little activity. On his 

profile it listed only his email and the few jobs he’d worked, at a sports store and as a 

lifeguard. All of the pictures posted of him were taken outside, in groups or too far away 

to see his face.  

When she saw him her instinct told her to look away, but she forced herself to 

make eye contact long enough to smile. Jeremy squinted happily into the sun. She let her 

head hang down as she crossed the dirt parking lot.   

“What’s up?” he said. He was wearing mesh shorts, flip flops, a t-shirt, and a light 

blue hat.  
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“Nothing.” She wished she had a better way to answer this question. A sentence 

that consisted only of the word nothing did not deserve to be spoken.  

“Great day, huh?” she said. As she smiled she was terrified of some colorful 

remainder wedged between her teeth from all the candy she ate that day. 

“A little hot, but definitely nice.” 

A wall shot up in her mind, preventing her from saying anything stupid. She 

looked around, nodding vaguely. 

“You want to walk?” he asked. 

“Sure.” 

Eight o’clock was the hottest part of the day in the summer. All the heat that had 

accumulated during the day seemed to wrap itself around you like a blanket. 

“How was your day?” asked Jeremy. 

“Good! I was at my brother’s soccer tournament and he lost. So, that part 

sucked.”  

“Too bad.” 

“Yeah. And I had to listen to my mom talk all day.” 

“Your mom’s a talker?” He smiled.  

“I swear she’s got some freak genetics that prevent her mouth or tongue from ever 

getting tired.” 

Jeremy laughed, and she felt little bells ringing in her heart. Allie kept wiping her 

upper lip in case it started sweating. She could hear herself breathing, all the clicks and 

moans of her inner slime, and she was sure Jeremy heard it too. When you thought about 

the body, what it was made of and how it really looked, it was pretty revolting. 

Allie reached back and yanked her hair out of its ponytail. 

“Hold on a sec,” she said. Flipping her head upside down, she gathered all her 

lemony-streaked brown hair and wove it quickly in and out of a band.  

“Hey, you dyed your hair.” 

 “I used lemon juice, so it wouldn’t be too extreme.” She had been afraid to go 

blonde because her mother told her it wouldn’t match her skin tone. 

“I like it.” 

“Thanks. It’ll look better when it starts to grow out.” 
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There weren’t many homeless people out today. They were always offering her 

little pieces of wisdom; usually it was something so simple she’d overlooked it. Allie 

actually preferred them to the people she went to school with, who refused to accept any 

part of themselves that wasn’t sanctioned by Urban Outfitters or some new reality TV 

show about rich people. There was never anything in the homeless peoples’ tone or 

words that attempted to disguise what was bad about life. They accepted it as one with 

the good.  

 They passed a woman reading on a bench. Something about the way she was 

sitting—one leg up on the bench, the other bent, her hand on her head, elbow pointed 

out—reminded Allie of someone. She just looked geometrically confused. Allie realized 

it was her English teacher, Laura. She scooted to the other side of Jeremy and gazed at 

the bathrooms. While she was in there, ducks liked to waddle under the door and say 

hello. 

“That was my English teacher,” said Allie, once they were a little farther away. 

She subtly pointed. “Sitting on that bench.”  

Jeremy turned around. “Did you like her?” 

“She was great at first, but by the end of the class I hated her. I don’t know why.” 

She laughed. All she knew was that she caught herself hoping bad things happened to her 

teacher pretty often. 

“I don’t think she liked teaching very much,” Allie added.  

“She looks kind of young. Maybe you were her first class.” 

“We weren’t.” 

“Oh.”  

Allie looked down the near empty pathway that led around the lake. Everyone 

was probably at home, snuggling up into his or her Sunday night routine. Allie hated the 

dead ache of Sundays, how endless they were, how not even time could relieve you of 

them.  

 “I had a teacher once who told us he hated teaching. Needless to say, it didn’t 

make any of the students like the class better.” 

 Allie nodded. She could not stop her mind from going back to her teacher. It was 

like when someone moved her chair, and she could not stop harping on the small space 
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change until she’d righted it. “Yeah, I even friended her right after the class, and literally 

two minutes later, she accepted.” 

Her teacher’s profile shocked her. She was not the self-conscious woman she’d 

been on Tuesdays and Thursdays from noon to one thirty. Her About Me section had 

said, “I am no less in love with the world than rain.”  

 “I did like the course material, though.”  

“Is that the class that made you want to be a writer?” 

“Actually, I think it had the opposite effect.”  

 “Really? I bet you’re awesome.” 

Allie faked a smile. “I want to concentrate on film, I think. I really enjoy 

everything involved in editing, and all the other facets of it. Though for years I’ve wanted 

to be a writer.”  

Part of Allie felt proud to be so elastic. She’d revolved everything around her 

desire to write, all classes and extracurriculars, even her friends, and now she would just 

forgo all of it. It even felt mildly exciting.  

 “That’s cool. I’m a big movie fan.”  

 Allie could not bring herself to reply. Something in what he’d said seemed so 

banal it made her tired. She thought about how Laura used to tell them that being boring 

was worse than being dead, because it was a choice. At one point she’d loved Laura, 

wanted to be her. She even started mismatching her clothing, subtly, the way Laura did. 

But somewhere along the line Laura had betrayed Allie’s trust.  

 “It made me not want to be a writer when I saw how fucked up they are. She was 

so moody. And the way she stared at us, desperate for us to give her something, but 

nothing we ever did made her happy. She was just miserable.”  

“They say a lot artists have mental illnesses. My cousin dated this painter and 

after they broke up he killed himself. She was pretty torn up about it.” 

“How?” 

“Overdosed on painkillers.” 

 How unoriginal, thought Allie. She looked at a tree with light purple flowers 

hanging down from it. It was beautiful, and it looked like a fragment of time, like a 

photograph someone had taken, only she could see it moving. She watched it, trying to 
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capture whatever it was that rested just beyond her understanding. She was sure it was 

close by. It made her smile.  

“I don’t think people don’t kill themselves because of mental illnesses,” said 

Allie. “They kill themselves because no one accepts them. People with mental illnesses 

are right to consider themselves special. What was that line from the beginning of Anna 

Karenina? Something about how all happy people are alike, but the unhappy ones are 

different in their own interesting way?” 

“I never read it.” 

“Oh. She kills herself at the end.” 

“How?”  

“Throws herself under a train.” Allie stopped to pick up a large stick. “I didn’t 

finish it, but I know that’s what happened.” If she were alone, she would bring it to back 

car, to be used possibly as a weapon. This town was scary at night.  

She put it back. “Sorry, I’m easily distracted.”  

 She tried to pick up the pace as they passed a bench; she was worried he might 

ask her to stop and sit, and that from there he might try to kiss her. She was not in the 

mood to touch or be touched. It was that time of day when night should have already 

been there, because everything looked too ugly to be seen, smeared dismally with 

inconsequence. The lake was the color of a slug.  

 Allie looked into the parking lot as they passed it. 

“I think cars, like dogs, come to resemble their owners.” 

“Yeah?” He smiled. “That’s interesting.” 

 “Where’s your car?”  

 “I walked here.”  

 “You live close?” 

 “Right behind there.” He pointed across the lake to the houses with hammocks 

and BWS’ and brightly colored children’s crap scattered across their front lawns. Often 

Allie thought, walking past these houses, that if she had to look out her window everyday 

and see people’s mouths moving, imagining all the ridiculously dull subjects they talked 

about and how much importance they gave to them, she’d be right to commit herself to 

an insane asylum.  
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 “Oh, my roommate Zach and I are having this party this Friday. You should 

come.” 

 Her heart leapt out of itself. “Sure.” Now she hated herself doubly for not working 

out. She could have easily stayed home and ran, but she felt compelled to moderate her 

mother’s foaming-at-the-mouth-enthusiasm with her easygoing, if sarcastic, demeanor. 

And as with anything involving her family, she felt invisible strings tugging her along.  

 This time when they passed Laura, she was in a new position. She had her legs 

spread apart with the book on her lap. Her head was dipped so far down that her chin 

practically lay on her chest.  

 Allie gestured for him to look, and when he did he smiled, and his smile seemed 

to crack through all the layers of worry and spite that had built up throughout her day, 

slicing straight through them some unseen core. Allie wanted to be overcome by it; she 

wanted to become whatever she’d just seen. She moved closer to him, touching his arm 

with hers.  

“We had to do this paper called she called ‘poetry without thinking’. She made us 

write the whole thing without allowing ourselves to have any conscious thought. Sort of 

like a meditation.” At the time it exhilarated Allie, and she had done it outside at night, in 

a graveyard near her house. For some reason life felt easier in the graveyard, maybe 

because it turned life into a fixed package of time, something you only had for a while. 

“Wow, that’s pretty cool.” 

“All the frat kids in our class decided to get wasted before writing their poems.” 

 “Seriously?”  

 Allie nodded. “Yep. They all read them aloud. Oh my God, it was so funny.” She 

started giggling. Even Laura had been cracking up.  

This one guy, Fred, who came in late every day and sat in the very back, wrote 

about a girl he brought to his frat formal. Allie knew about the formal because a few girls 

in her dorm had been invited. She had gone outside for a cigarette and seen them waiting 

in their fancy dresses, then bummed away half her pack. Allie liked the poem because of 

how truthful it was; the narrator kept changing his mind. At first he liked the girl because 

she was hot; and then he didn’t like her because she was stupid; and then he liked one of 

his friend’s girlfriend; and then he liked the first girl again, simply because he’d forgotten 
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how annoying she was. By the end of the night, after eating tons of chicken fingers and 

then making out with the girl on the wet, linoleum kitchen floor, he ended up vomiting 

and only narrowly missing the girl, who was sleeping. But the funny part was that he 

used her dress to mop up the puke. 

“I bet your teacher likes to drink.” 

 “That was another thing. She used to tell us about her crazy hangovers. She said 

they were so depressing that she could do nothing but sit in her car all day, listening to 

music.”  

Jeremy reciprocated with a strange, though generic, face. Allie noticed a black 

line peeking out from under his sleeve. 

“You have a tattoo?” She touched his arm, on the muscle. It was both soft and 

hard at the same time.  

Jeremy casually lifted up his sleeve, and under it was the huge face of a man with 

a beard and glasses, and across his forehead were numbers. Allie had to wrench her face 

together in order to not register her shock.   

“Wow. Who is that?” 

“My grandfather. He died before I was born.” 

“Are those the dates he was alive?” Duh. 

“Yep. He died of heart failure. He was a smoker.” 

“Oh.” Allie had thought of bringing hers but not was glad she’d decided against it. 

It probably would have been a deal-breaker for him. She looked at the ducks huffing and 

heaving by the edge of the pond. She thought it funny how despite all the signs saying not 

to feed them, she often saw parents giving their kids entire loafs of bread to hand out. 

Some kids were so young they didn’t know enough to break them up; they’d flap slices of 

bread at the ducks like capes the ducks had to run through.  

They passed the parking lot again. Allie hoped Laura had left. She didn’t want to 

be reminded of how she felt about the class, or about her. She knew it was worse because 

at first she’d really liked Laura—thought her original, thought-provoking, uniquely 

beautiful—and somehow the strength of this feeling had reversed itself.  The fact that she 

seemed powerless to understand it, even possessed by it, only strengthened the revulsion.  
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Allie’s heart lurched when she saw that the bench was empty. But she found 

herself feeling sad, even a little lost. She had to admit she missed the early version of her 

teacher: the girl who’d come in wearing inappropriately short skirts and red lipstick, who 

always strayed from writing to talk about her own life, who looked at her student so 

compellingly, it was like she saw their futures written in their imaginations. Not the later 

one who came in wearing sweatpants or jeans that barely fit, who continually checked her 

watch and ended class early, and who looked like she might burst into tears in the middle 

of class.  

Allie felt a tap on her shoulder.  

“Hey!” 

“Oh, hi.”  

Laura smiled, her dark hair frizzing out unattractively from her head. She was 

wearing a gray tank top and black shorts, and was standing so close that Allie could see 

the chalky white streaks on her face where the sweat had dried. 

“What are you up to?” Laura smiled nervously, looking from Allie to Jeremy. 

“Just taking a walk.”  

“I just ran.” Laura tugged at her sweat-darkened tank top, and Allie resented the 

fact that her teacher had gotten exercise on a day when Allie desperately needed it. It was 

one of the few things that made Sunday not feel to her like falling down a long, dark 

endless hole.  

She could tell Laura was nervous, and though it made her nervous, it also made 

her feel gleeful. She took a step sideways, positioning her body to walk. 

“You sticking around this summer?” Laura asked. She took a step closer. It was 

like they were dancing, the rhythm ascertained painfully from silence.  

“I live here.” 

“Cool.” 

She remembered Laura asking her this exact same question on the last day of 

class. She had been sitting on a table in front of the room, something she used to do, 

happily firing questions at a group of students whose grades had been set, so of course, 

no one answered. When Allie finally spoke up, both out of pity and impatience, the look 

Laura gave her was so heartbreaking, so full of despair and gratitude that it caused Allie 
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to empathize, for once, with how hard a time she must be having, though she did not 

know why.  

“Do you come here a lot?” 

“Not really.” 

“Oh. I was going to say if you did, I’d probably see you. Do you have any fun 

vacations planned this summer?” 

“Uh, no.” 

“Cool. I’m teaching poetry at the community college. They offer some writing 

classes during the summer.” She nodded to Jeremy as if including him too. “I still 

remember that poem you wrote about the girl skiing. I liked it.” Laura smiled, and the 

word ‘like’ inspired rancor in Allie. She knew how little it meant to like something when 

you were capable of so much more. It was closer to feeling nothing than something great. 

Allie thought bitterly how she’d gotten a B on the whole assignment, how even though 

she’d thought she’d tapped into something mystical about life, about herself, Laura had 

told her it lacked cohesion and enough real life images for the reader to follow. 

 “You should let me read it,” said Jeremy, nudging her playfully. 

“I don’t know,” said Allie. All of a sudden she felt strange. It was the same 

feeling she got after her first phone conversation with Jeremy; she’d been wildly happy 

for a few minutes and then hit with a wave of dread and paranoia so great she nearly 

froze. It reminded her of walking across a bridge, happily enjoying all the scenery, 

anticipating being on land, only to look down and see that the bridge stopped halfway 

before reaching the other side.  

“I liked how energetic it was.” 

 Allie nodded. She knew this was a bullshit word used to build up the less talented 

writers. She looked across the lake at handful of people who were dressed colorfully and 

walked without any direction. They reminded her of grains of sand blowing around in the 

breeze. It was amazing how easy something could seem from faraway, how different it 

was when you were inside of it.  

“When’s that class you teach?” asked Jeremy. 

“It starts in a couple weeks.” 

 “Awesome,” said Jeremy. “I might like to do that.” 
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Laura reached around for the bag that hung from her shoulder and pulled out a 

crumpled up piece of paper and a pen. She wrote something on it and handed it to 

Jeremy. 

“Here’s my email. Let me know if you have any questions. It’s not too expensive, 

but I can direct you to all that information online.” 

“Awesome,” he said again. “Thanks.” 

Allie watched the whole thing without awe or emotion. She felt queenly and 

detached; she knew this did not have to matter. She did not have to enter life if she chose 

not to: she could watch it go by, choosing where to engage, what emotions she would 

feel, thus saving herself from the bad ones. And all the rest would slide away, like the 

majority of life did anyway. 

 “It was nice meeting you,” Laura said to Jeremy. As they shook hands Allie 

could felt her skin prickle. 

“Good luck Allie. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”  

Jeremy waved. Then the two just stood there. Jeremy walked over to a nearby 

fountain. Allie watched him bend over and pull the lever.  

“Damn.”  

“They don’t work.” 

Actually she was feeling better. She knew exactly what she’d do when she got 

home: change into comfortable, skimpy clothes, wrap herself in her pink sheets and put 

on a movie. She preferred the really mindless comedies where the actors and actresses 

barely had to do anything original, where they were just fulfilling some repetitive 

archetype that the viewer knew practically by heart.  

“Mind if we go somewhere and get a water?” 

“Not at all.” 

They walked over to the coffee shop that bordered the lake, ascending the wooden 

ramp leading to the back deck. Allie used to spend hours here writing for her English 

class, moving from inside to outside depending on where the Internet connection was 

strongest. She hated the self-important, “indie” baristas who looked annoyed whenever 

she asked for skim milk and Splenda. She made a point to ignore the Patrons Only sign 
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on their bathroom and would use it whenever she was running, emerging dripping with 

sweat, smiling at the baristas as she bounded for the door.  

There were always hippies on the deck, a step up from homeless. Their clothing 

resembled the various colors of the lake throughout the day, and while whey played 

chess, talked, or read, their expressions seemed to take on the grimness of the heat. They 

were like weeds, in that they seemed to poke through the cracks of an otherwise clean 

environment.    

Allie sat down on one of the chairs. She looked down at the toenail that turned 

black from running in old shoes. She used to try to hide it, but now she was oddly proud 

of it.  

“Do you want something?” 

  “No thanks.” 

“Are you sure? Not even water?” 

“Water’s fine.” 

When he went inside she felt relieved. All week she’d worried about this and now 

it was almost over. She’d survived. 

One of the guys sitting with the hippies kept looking in her direction. When she 

finally let herself make eye contact—once she saw someone staring at her, she had to 

stare, too—he smiled, and the next thing she knew he was sitting Jeremy’s seat.  

“What’s burning?” It was Fred, from her English class.  

“Uh, what?” She tried to smile. 

“I like coming up with original greetings.” 

“Matches the temperature.” 

His laughter was too hard, Allie thought. 

“So, what’s up, girl?” He was always calling her girl. As he grinned she noticed 

that one of his teeth was not the same color as the rest. It reminded her of an ugly 

rainbow, if there were such a thing. 

“Um.”  

“Um?” He laughed again. “What’s wrong with you? You were always so talkative 

in class.” 
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“I liked class.” She did. 

 “I hate writing. I hate the English language. It’s so oppressive.” 

Allie laughed. She didn’t know what he meant by that but she sort of agreed. 

“I just saw our teacher.” 

“Laura? No way!” He leaned forward. He was older than Allie had thought, 

possibly in his twenties. Maybe he’d taken his time graduating. 

“She hit on this guy I’m on a date with.” 

“No she didn’t.” 

Allie nodded. Had this even happened? She didn’t know. 

“What a whore.” 

Allie laughed again. “How old are you?” 

“How old do you think?” 

 “Twenty two?” she asked, squishing her face up. 

“How about now.” He took off his bright red hat, smoothed his sandy colored hair 

and put it back on.  

“Twenty two,” she repeated. She smiled, this time at his tooth. She saw the door 

open, and Jeremy came out carrying two cups and something on a plate.  

“Sorry,” said Fred, getting up. “Enjoy y’alls day.” 

Jeremy sat. “Oh, I almost forgot. I saw in the commons that you signed up for 

Habitat Humanity this summer. In Kentucky. I was thinking about doing it myself.” 

Allie had lined up all sorts of summer activities, mainly to distract herself from 

the fact that college felt like just another pointless road people put themselves on to keep 

from being bored.  

“Cool. I don’t know if I’m doing it, though.” She looked down, seeing first her 

toe and then a large crack in the wood of the deck. It was big enough that she could 

probably stick her toe into it.  

 “Why not? You don’t think it’d be fun?” 

“Oh, no, it’s not that.”  

Allie broke off a piece of his muffin. “May I?” 

“Of course.” 

“Sorry,” she said with her mouth full. “I just like to eat.” She took a sip of water.  
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“So you don’t think you’re going to go?” 

“No,” she said. “I’m definitely not. I would like to take this summer to be as 

selfish as possible.” 

He looked at her. “Oh.” His phone started ringing. “Hold on a sec,” he said. “I 

have to take this.”  

She waved her hand like she didn’t care. At first she’d wanted to leave, but now 

she didn’t care if she sat here all night. Something interesting was bound to happen. For 

the first time in a while, she didn’t worry about what was going on elsewhere and how it 

was certain to be better or more fun than what she was doing. In fact, she was sure that it 

wasn’t. Each moment was an individual, untouchable whole that had no bearing on the 

one before or after it.  

She thought of the poem she’d written at the graveyard, about a girl who goes 

skiing down this huge, snow-covered mountain, only she doesn’t go back and forth, like 

you’re supposed to. She just rams straight down the mountain, and when she hits a rock 

she flies hundreds of feet before breaking her neck. At the time Allie thought it too dark; 

she’d been afraid to show anyone besides her teacher. But now she saw it differently: 

most of the writing took place while the girl was in the air, detached from the world and 

free. She thought this suited her feelings exactly. From the corner of her eye she saw Fred 

slouched in his seat, his head resting on his hand, mulling over his next chess move.  
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Into the Wound 

 

  

 We met in an English class, the one with the teacher I still keep in touch with. At 

the time I was jealous of Ricky for being a better writer than me, and also because Betty 

seemed to favor him. She had a thing for the smart, self-conscious boys, and I guess I did 

too.   

The first time he spoke to me I didn’t even see him. The class was work-shopping 

a nonfiction piece I’d written about my childhood best friend and I rooting around in her 

attic, and how it symbolized exploring the depths of ourselves, though after a few 

minutes we got bored and went back down to reality. To prevent myself from getting 

over-emotional, i.e. letting my eyes glaze over with tears upon hearing someone didn’t 

think I was a genius, my mother had suggested that I remove my glasses so I couldn’t see 

anyone. I did, and it worked. After I put them back on, I noticed Ricky; it was from his 

corner of the table that I’d heard one of the few balanced and unemotional critiques, 

someone who didn’t sound like he was apologizing for me.  

He wore a skinny black scarf and a pea coat, unlike most of the guys I knew Penn 

State, who were sporty and casual. And I could tell he was Spanish. At least, that he 

wasn’t American. I had just returned from Seville on exchange, and I missed it more than 

I’d ever missed a place or person.  

It was mostly curiosity, and only a little bit of physical attraction, that compelled 

me to approach him after class and peer over his shoulder at all the scrawled-upon 

manuscripts we’d just returned to him. His was the other story workshopped with mine; 

his was about a family, and it was told in a strange third person omniscient where each 

person had a title of The Baby, The Mother, The Father, etc. I was blown away by it. It 

was one of the coolest things I’ve ever read, detached and smart, and it had that an eerie 

yet vulnerable feeling I longed to be able to capture myself.  

“I really liked your essay,” I said, feeling partly like an unwanted admirer but 

forcing myself to say it anyway.  

“Thanks! Are you sure? I wasn’t sure if I like it.” 
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A small competitive part of me felt joy at hearing this and didn’t want him to 

know how good he was; however, the larger part of me thought it was sweet that he was 

so modest and self-conscious, even a little bit neurotic, like me.   

“It’s good,” I said. “Trust me.” 

He smiled. And after that we became friends. I’m not even sure why. But when 

we saw each other we smiled, as if we knew that whatever we shared was important, even 

if we weren’t sure what it was yet.  

One day I asked Betty some pointless question so I could wait for Ricky to put on 

his pea coat and scarf and get his bag, and then we could exit the building together. We 

had never done this before but I’d been waiting for it; usually he would leave right away, 

and I’d genuinely have to stay to ask a question or put away my books, and by the time I 

got outside I wouldn’t be able to find him. Or I’d leave first to prove how independent I 

was, how little I needed him or anyone. 

Fall was working its way through our town; there was a refreshing chill following 

us along the paths as they wove around buildings that reminded me of grandfathers 

benignly watching, guiding us under the lacy old branches of trees that seemed more 

deliberately alive than anything I’d ever seen. I watched him crossed the brick patio 

outside Longman, the building our English class was in, and right as he was passing by 

the bike rack, for fear of losing him in the crowd, I caught up to him.  

“Hey,” I said, acting surprised to see him. 

“Hey!” His cheerfulness relaxed me.  

 “What’s up?”  

“Nothing,” he said. “I have so much work to do. I have this test tomorrow that I 

didn’t even start studying for yet.” 

“What class is it for?” I was glad he was making it easy for me to ask questions. 

“Political science.” 

“Sounds hard.” 

“Nah. It’s pretty easy, you just have to do the reading.” 

“Oh.” 

I decided it was too risky to part ways now; I would just follow him to wherever 

he was going, and when it got too far I would turn around. But he was going to the 
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building across the street. I felt a little bit annoying, like I was hovering, like I had on the 

day I complimented him on his story. So I decided to just turn around. 

“Hey,” I said, pausing on the cement path. “If you ever want to switch stories 

before workshop, I’d totally be up for it.” 

“That’d be awesome! I have something I’m writing now. It’s a little different 

from the last one; it’s about this boy who travels to this beach that he used to go to when 

he was young and thinks about all the ways he’s changed. Kind of corny, right?” 

“Sounds great,” I say, embarrassed at how sincere I’d come across. 

“Thanks. I’ll definitely send you something. How about this weekend?” 

“Sure,” I said, swallowing. “Do you have my email?” 

“I think you wrote it down that one day, on my copy of the story you edited?” 

“That’s right.” I had. We were required to include our emails in case the person 

we were critiquing had any further questions. I hoped he really did still have it, and 

wasn’t just saying that. 

Walking back to my apartment, my mind blew around ideas of things I could 

write about so he would know how amazing I was, which I too needed proof of before 

believing.  

 

After that we always walked together until he crossed the road and I was forced to 

turn around. I didn’t want him to find out that I was walking in the total opposite 

direction of where I needed to go just to be with him. Every time we parted ways he’d 

smile shyly, though there was something wicked about his smile; it was guarded, like me. 

I knew enough about myself to know that a distance between reality and oneself usually 

signified some inner heartbreak, and that if it was deep enough, even the owner of it 

might not know that it’s there.  

 

One night I was walking home from the diner where I’d been studying for the 

GREs at with some friends. We had decided to go every Thursday, and while my 

roommate Elise and our mutual friend Caleb studied for the LSATS, I memorized 

hundreds of vocabulary words. It was fun; there was a back room that we had to 

ourselves, we could put our feet up, and they had free refills of soda, which I didn’t drink 
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because it would keep me awake, and I only liked diet, and coffee, which I did drink, but 

only decaf. And even though it tasted like a foot I still enjoyed myself.   

Outside fall melted dusk into a fluid-like daydream. I felt strangely full and empty 

at the same time. I’d stretched my mind to capacity with words, and now I found it loose 

and flexible, my scenery passing through it as if it were a sieve.  

At the corner right before my apartment, I saw the triangle of grass where the road 

split off and where the Hooters girls liked to Hula Hoop during the day to oncoming 

traffic. Elise and I would always walk by and laugh, but secretly, with our heads down.   

Right when I saw him I felt a subtle change, though with it came the realization 

that nothing changes. Maybe it was the hope of change; the promise of being pulled out 

of your skin and into some newer, better reality.  

“Hey,” he said. It was odd seeing him on this side of campus. He was dressed 

casually, in a t-shirt, jeans and a windbreaker. He looked more American. 

“Hey.”  

“What’s up?” 

“Not much. I was just at the diner, studying for the GREs.” 

“I should be doing that. What are you studying?” 

“Vocab words. It’s actually kind of fun.”  

“So you want to go to grad school?” He looked intrigued, even a little jealous. 

“Yup. For writing.” This decision had been made recent, though I could hardly 

call it a decision. It was more like pull I felt from outside of me, that if I didn’t go to grad 

school to be a writer, I wouldn’t be anything. And I had a little encouragement from a 

young graduate student who taught a fiction class I was in. She wrote big capital letters 

and drew hearts all over my essays with excessive exclamation points. 

“I’ve thought about applying, though I don’t know if writing is what I really want 

to do.”   

I felt a tinge of hurt. “You’d definitely get in.” My voice dropped to a more 

natural tone. 

“Thanks. Maybe you can help me study sometime.” He smiled that smile that 

seemed to want, at least partially, to be understood.  
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“Sure.” We still hadn’t switched stories before class, but I was sure this was due 

to my own distaste for anything I was in the progress of writing. 

“So, do you speak Spanish with your friends?” 

“Yeah, all the time.” 

“Cool. I was just in Spain.” 

“Yeah? Where?” 

“Seville.” I pronounced it the Spanish way, with the swooping  “y” sound of the 

double “l.”   

“Si? Como estaba?” 

“Bien…” and I started babbling in Spanish, even getting the imperfect and 

preterite tenses right. It was coming surprisingly easy. After I stopped I felt a secret, 

solemn pride. 

“Your Spanish is great.”  

I blushed. “Not really.” 

 “If you ever want to practice, I have tons of friends who speak it all the time.” 

I nodded, picturing myself hanging out with a group of smokers who laughed 

loudly and wore colorful clothing. I probably wouldn’t fit in, but who knew?  

“By the way,” I said. “My friends are having a party this weekend. Here’s my 

number, if you want to come.” 

I felt no pressure at all reciting to him my number and watching as he typed it into 

his phone. I was just extending the same invitation of friendship he’d just given me.  

“Cool,” he said, seeming distinctively happier. “Actually, my friends are having 

one too. We could go to one or the other. Or both! I’ll call you!” 

“Alright.” I said. “See you in class!” 

I walked slowly to my apartment, for once not in a rush. It felt like life had 

dropped out of the sky like a present, and that all I had to do to keep it was to be aware of 

it. It reminded me of the way changing seasons brought unexpected mixtures of color so 

rare and beautiful that without a camera you could not hope to catch them again. 

 

The next day I was lying out on Old Main lawn, watching my guy friends’ soccer 

game. I wore a halter bikini top and shorts that probably showed my ass in certain 
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positions, though I tried not to take any of them. I mainly studied biology notes from a 

binder in front of me, quizzing myself on the chemical processes I’d drawn during class 

that consisted of carbon dioxide, pyruvic acid molecules and acetyl groups. This stuff 

was actually fun for me, and I had a phenomenal short-term memory, even though my 

long-term memory was shit, and I could not even remember most of my childhood. 

I was waiting for Elise, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t come. I’d set out before 

her and invited her along, but I figured she’d end up saying she had too much work to do. 

It was hot, which meant most girls were outside in bikinis lying on various patches of 

green, mainly on the Hub lawn. Usually guys did one of two things to get their attention: 

walked cute little puppies, or played some outdoor sport with their shirts off. I preferred 

watching the sports because I didn’t have to make awkward conversation.   

Looking up at my friends, I felt happy to know such a good group of people. 

From time to time they looked over at me and smiled, sometimes even shouting their 

comments loud enough so I could hear. They had asked me to play, but I felt embarrassed 

to play with a group of guys; plus I didn’t feel comfortable running in what was 

essentially a bra. In truth, I hated lying out in the sun; it made me feel hot and annoyed. I 

had to consistently come up with new ways to distract myself, like picking certain people 

to watch, because lying on the ground made it hard to see the entire field.  

Dean was one of the best players. It’s strange how things work; he had a stellar 

personality, was smart, nice and funny, and he had a great body, and I knew all this, yet I 

felt no attraction to him. We just didn’t fit that way, but we fit so many other ways that 

anything else seemed extraneous. The only difference between this and a real attraction, I 

guessed, was that when Dean wasn’t there, I didn’t obsess about him. 

Dean and his best friend Alex, who’d known each other most of their lives and 

come to school together, were both soccer players with more impressive skills than 

anyone I’d ever seen up close. The rest of my friends were ropey skinny and still 

muscular enough to kick a ball practically a whole field. Also, they were tall enough to 

maintain a good overall view, which seemed important to me, being short. Though they 

had their quirks: Stephen, another friend of ours (they all lived on the same floor 

freshmen year, two floors above mine) tended to get overly emotional. Andy was a wispy 

fellow who didn’t appear to exert much energy even as he moved surprisingly quickly 
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across the field. He was the same way with school, writing all his papers at four in the 

morning the night before they were due and still getting A's on them.  

Of course there was Caleb, who did not play any sports or even enjoy watching 

them, who really had no opinion on the subject whatsoever, which I loved about him. 

Caleb had also told me he would meet me out here after he showered and ate, and I was 

waiting to see if he’d end up doing something else, too. When he didn’t show up after 

fifteen minutes I was a little disappointed, but then I saw him making his way between 

the patches of blankets towards me.   

“Bio test coming up?” 

“Yep.” I was not nervous. I’d aced everything math and science I’d taken at this 

school; not that it wasn’t hard, but I seemed to have a knack for it. Plus I started studying 

intensely a week or two ahead of time, so by the time the test came I didn’t have a lot to 

review.  

“Who do you have?” 

I smiled. “I don’t remember her name. She’s fat and blonde and looks sort of 

Amish.” 

“Sounds like an enthralling lady.” I smiled as Caleb arranged himself on the edge 

of my blanket. “Mine was this skinny Asian guy who never remembered anyone’s names. 

He called me Peter pretty much every day and finally I just stopped correcting him.”  

I laughed. Caleb was wearing pants and a t-shirt, and I reflected that I almost 

never saw him in shorts. He did not watch the game but stared at the ground or at the 

other people, sitting around us in groups, laughing and talking, or those walking by, 

sunglasses pulled over their eyes.  

 “There’s this concert going on at Carey’s next week, I think it’s on a 

Wednesday?” His voice bubbled up cutely sometimes when he asked a question. 

“They’re really good. I think you would like them. I asked Elise and she wants to go.”  

I felt a pang of jealousy that he’d asked Elise before me, but then I rationalized 

that we had different relationship styles, and in many ways mine was better. I suspected 

sometimes that Caleb had a thing for me; he was always so happy to see me, and he 

spoke highly of me even in my presence. There were times when I could sense that I was 

getting on his nerves, though this didn’t happen as often.  
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“What band?” I asked, knowing that if I went, it would be to make sure Elise 

didn’t get closer to Caleb than to me, and vice versa. Caleb was different from the rest of 

our friends, and I felt kind of possessive over him.  

“Hot Hot Heat.” 

“Cool.” I knew that when the time came it was likely I’d find some way out of it. 

On the weekends going out on a Wednesday seemed like a great idea, though once the 

week hit, I would be far too overwhelmed with work to go out. Plus this weather always 

made me feel untethered; the days were hot, like summer, though it was technically fall, 

and I could never decide whether I wanted to be indoors or outdoors. I felt tension doing 

either. And I knew how empty I got when I did things outside of my normal routine, 

which consisted of going to the gym, going to class, buying groceries, going back to my 

apartment, eating and then working the rest of the night. It irked me to see all the happy 

students parading around without the slightest anxiety that they were alone in their small 

worlds, and that their future rested on air.  

My attention gravitated towards the game. I would study later, once I showered 

and changed something more comfortable, like a t-shirt and an old pair of boxers that 

belonged to my ex. Elise would probably be in her room with the door shut, so I could 

read my notes aloud to myself, which was always the best method for me to study. 

 I watched as Dean headed the ball and then clapped cheered. Alex cut toward 

center, taking the ball toward the sidelines. That’s what I used to do; he looked so light 

on his feet, I was jealous. He passed to Stephen, who tried to score but kicked the ball too 

far ahead and some other guy got it. This guy kicked it hard without any direction, and 

Dean and this other guy ran for it, both of them jumping into the air at the same time. 

Something didn’t look right as Dean fell to the ground.  

When he didn’t get up I stood. Alex was already there, squatting down next to 

him. Once it was clear he wasn’t getting up, I walked over with the rest of my friends.  

Lying on the ground on his back, Dean looked neutral, even calm, except for the 

fact that he was barely moving. His voice sounded even and monotone as he talked.  

“What hurts?” asked Alex. 

“My ankle,” said Dean. 
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“I heard something snap,” said Andy. Stephen was sweating and pacing. They 

were all sweaty. Andy had his hands on his hips; I couldn’t help thinking how attractive 

my friends were. 

“I heard it too,” said Dean. His face was getting pale.  

“Call 911,” I said, and Stephen held up his phone to show that he already had. 

Often I had a delayed reaction to things, where what my mind knew was not congruent 

with what I felt, and I had to give either one a push in order for them to connect again.  

Standing there I got that feeling you get what you know something has to be done, 

but you’re not the person to do it, so you just feel worthless. I had to admit I was 

somewhat fascinated at what had just happened. I wondered how much pain he was in, 

and what would happen to his ankle.  

Caleb stood next to and a little behind me, his eyes wide. The other team gathered 

across the field a little, arms folded, waiting.  

When the ambulance came Alex and Stephen hoisted Dean up and a few guys 

from the other team ran over to see if they could help. The people that came out of the 

ambulance looked our age; they easily positioned him onto a stretcher and rolled him into 

the ambulance. Alex hopped in the back looking pretty grim. I did not see Dean’s face.  

“Kate?” 

I turned around. It was Ricky.  

“Hi! My friend just broke his ankle playing soccer.” I pointed to the ambulance.  

 “Wow.” He too looked with fascination towards the ambulance. “That sucks.” 

“I know.” I nodded gravely. “So what are you up to?” 

After a few minutes of us talking, Caleb excused himself to go. I told him I’d call 

him about Wednesday, hoping Ricky would feel tinge of jealousy. When Andy and the 

rest of the guys invited me to go eat, I told them I already had. Andy shrugged and 

waved.  With their backs slouched they walked away. 

I turned to focus on Ricky. 

“Have you been working on your story at all?” 

The next essay we had to write for class was about a family member. The first had 

been about a place (the attic). I was writing about my sister. As usual, I thought the 

language was good and I didn’t think anything else mattered. It was like when I was 
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feeling shitty and I went outside to look at the sky, and just the fact of there being color 

cheered me up. Nothing could beat that.  

“No.” He grinned playfully.  

“You’ll probably write it the night before and it’ll still be awesome.” 

“I wish.” 

Now that we’d made plans to hang out, I didn’t feel as awkward standing just 

standing and talking to him. I wasn’t worried about anyone initiating anything more. 

“What are you studying?” 

“Bio. It’s easy.” 

“Really? I thought that class was hard.” 

“It’s a lot to study. I don’t know.” I sat and he sat down next to me. We smiled at 

each other. I wanted him to invite me to dinner or coffee or to walk around, or just to stay 

and talk longer. But after a minute of saying nothing while I frantically thought up and 

rejected topics, pretending to just be enjoying the day, he got up, smiled and said he’d see 

me later. He made no mention of Saturday, and I worried he’d forgotten. 

 After I couldn’t see him anymore I gathered up my books and walked home. I 

would write poetry tonight; that’s what I would do. I could take a break from studying for 

now, as long as I did it tomorrow morning. The test wasn’t until next week. Maybe Elise 

would be home. I’d leave my door open and we could shout from in front of our 

computers to one another, like we did sometimes if we were in good moods. If not, she’d 

yell back angrily the first time that she couldn’t hear me.    

 

 

On Saturday I tried on a pair of pants that were usually snug around my hips, and 

they threatened to plunge right off. I questioned whether or not this was a good thing: the 

last thing I wanted to be was fat, but being unnaturally skinny repulsed me too. I did not 

want to look like one of those scary anorexic girls whose bones stood out so the world 

could see how effective they’d become at starving themselves.  

I stood in front of my full-length mirror for about fifteen minutes, staring and 

walking away, moving around and trying new angles, trying to convince myself that I 

looked normal. Finally I decided I would wear what I originally planned, even though my 
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cream and black lace camisole (which gave me just a hint of cleavage) exposed my arms 

that were skinny as extension cords. I would have to make a point to look extra happy, 

and also to keep moving, avoiding peoples’ attention, so no one would think anything 

was wrong.  

Truly I didn’t know what was wrong, but this morning at the gym I’d stood 

horrified on the old fashioned scale in the back of the locker room, waiting until it had 

emptied out, scooting weight after weight over to the right as I found the scale 

consistently tipping to the left. I could only glance; I think it said around one hundred. I 

had no idea I’d become that skinny, though it made some sense based on how much I 

worked out and how healthy I ate.  

I stood in the kitchen waiting for Elise to finish getting ready. We never got ready 

together; we had different routines with much different outcomes. She always looked 

exotically womanish; I was more accidentally pretty and girlish. Also we had been on 

somewhat unsteady terms recently; I suspected it had something to do with the fact that 

when we were depressed we both liked to isolate. But the great thing about being drunk 

was that it erased whatever walls we’d thrust between us, and for a brief moment 

happiness was allowed to spill, and when it did, it was as mysterious and instantaneous as 

goose bumps on summer skin after just getting out of a pool. 

Elise did not know about Ricky. I had on purpose kept him to myself. It was one 

of those things that looked better in the imagination, like my poems, which I showed to 

nobody. Elise had her own obsession, a friend of ours named Tim, who was going to be 

there tonight. She had been toying with the idea of telling him she had feelings for him 

for a while now; she was not one of those people who planned things like this. Like me, 

she’d wait until she felt some random, unstoppable momentum, and life would just force 

her to commit. I had a feeling it might be tonight, just because she wasn’t saying about it.  

As I waited I formed patterns out of the ripped up Splenda packets on the counter. 

This was another thing we’d been fighting about. I tapped my foot impatiently. I was 

always ready before anyone; I took getting ready as seriously as washing dishes. It was 

something that had to be done that could be mildly entertaining, if only as a distraction. 
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“How do I look?” Elise was wearing her usual outfit of tight jeans with a tight 

shirt that showed off her flat stomach and toned arms, and she had on extra tall, black 

heels.  

“Great,” I said. “Let’s go.” 

Outside I felt silly in the daylight being so dressed up; we cut through people’s 

lawns and didn’t talk much. Both of us were anxious to relax, because we’d been 

working so hard.  

There was barely there when we showed up, but we were early. I worried Ricky 

would be disappointed by what would turn out to be a lame party. Over at the keg I filled 

a plastic red cup with a dark red beer. 

“What is this?” I asked Stephen. I was hoping for something light.  

“Killian’s,” he said. 

 Of course they’d settle on something heavy. I sipped it, knowing that I’d put it 

down as soon as I found the liquor. Walking around the apartment, I greeted my friends 

somewhat awkwardly, as if I didn’t know them as well as I did. Then I left the beer on a 

counter and went with Elise to the apartment across the hall, where Tim lived. Dean, 

Stephen and Alex shared one apartment, and our other three friends shared the one across 

the hall.  

The lights were off, and there were Christmas lights strung around the furniture 

that had been pushed to the edges of the room. There was an iTunes playlist going on 

someone’s computer and I desperately wanted to fiddle with it and put on a song I knew, 

but I worried that whatever I picked wouldn’t suit others’ tastes. But Elise went over and 

scrolled through the playlist until she found this song we both liked called, “Call on Me.” 

It started out low, and we’d nod our heads, letting our bodies get warmed up, and soon 

the beat rose and the pitch went higher and higher until it was a frenzy of noise and our 

bodies were reverberating inside of it, and we were linear with the music, we were inside 

something which did not include us; in that way it was simple. It was a song that neither 

of us had to try to dance to.    

In the back of my mind I knew that if Ricky didn’t call me that tonight, and 

probably the next few months, would be ruined. On the Stairmaster this morning I 

envisioned my body as a gift I would offer him, a perfection of organization, shape and 
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color. All day long I kept checking my phone, my reflection in the mirror, and my 

clothes, making sure everything was exactly how I wanted it to be. Nothing could be off; 

everything had to be perfect. And it was; I finally didn’t feel like anything was missing.  

I left my phone on the counter, as per the old watched pot saying. But it was like I 

left my hand, or my lung there, and I could not stop thinking about it and peering over at 

it. Even when I wasn’t looking, it was a shadow hovering over every thought.  

 “Where’s Tim?” I asked Elise in a low voice.  

She shrugged and took a sip of her beer. She, on the other hand, could put men 

out of her mind. This was at least what her actions and facial expression displayed to me, 

with their mild disgust upon being asked. She put her cup down and did this dance she 

liked to do, where she threw her hands up and snapped her fingers in the air. She called it 

“Steph’s Mom’s Dance,” because she’d copied it from her friend’s drunk mom. 

I started doing it too, and we were both cracking up. Without realizing it, I went 

back over to the counter to check my phone. I saw a phone number I didn’t recognize and 

a text that said, “Hey, are you at your friend’s party?” I quickly texted him back to say 

that I was, was he going to come? He texted back that he was and he wanted to know the 

address. I had to go into the other room to ask one of the guys for it. I found Dean sitting 

alone on the couch, his cast resting on the table.  

“Hey,” I said, sitting down next to him. I was in a ridiculously good mood, and I 

could tell he wasn’t, but it didn’t bother me.  

“Hey.”  

“How are you feeling?” 

“Pretty shitty.” Dean was one of those people with whom I had so much in 

common that often we spoke more effectively without words.  

I smiled sympathetically, and we both laughed. We both knew it was funny. It 

was just so horrible; he had to take the bus to class now, and it was getting cold out, and 

he’d have the cast all winter, the hardest time to get around campus. He wouldn’t be able 

to exercise or play any sports. When Elise tore her ACL in high school and couldn’t play 

basketball she got wicked depressed. I knew how important exercise was to any thinking 

person’s sanity.  

“I heard the hospital was horrible.” 
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“Oh God.” He sat up. “They left me in the waiting room for five hours.” 

“Are you kidding?” 

“I wish I was. I was in such excruciating pain I almost passed out. Alex had to go 

get someone twice, and finally this nurse let me go back.” 

I shook my head. I did not want to imagine what he must have felt.   

“So how are the crutches?” 

“Annoying. I’ve had them before. I twisted my ankle once in middle school.” 

“I heard they put pins in your ankle.” 

“Yep. Two pins and a metal screw.” He looked proud. I patted him on the 

shoulder. Sometimes I felt like he was my best friend. 

“What’s the address here? My friend is coming.” 

“45 University Towers. Who is your friend?” 

The way he asked made me pause; I thought I saw a hint of sadness or defeat in 

his eyes, or maybe it was anger.  

“This guy Ricky I go to class with.”  

“Cool,” he said, looking down.  

“Want me to get your another beer? Since you’re crippled and all?” 

He smiled and held out his cup. “Thanks.” 

“Maybe something stronger?” I was dying to take a shot. 

“Not yet.” He still didn’t look happy, and it was making me miserable. I got up 

and got him the beer, then texted Ricky the address. For a while he didn’t text anything 

back, and I didn’t know what to do; I felt like I was in transition between two versions of 

myself; the normal, unhappy, anxious one, and the new, happier, more fulfilled one, the 

one whose life smiled radiantly upon her and whose world did not consist only of closed 

doors.  

I went back into the other apartment and saw Elise talking to a mutual friend. She 

looked happy, probably because she hadn’t said anything to Tim. Tim was acting weird; 

he kept coming into the room and then leaving, with a huge grin on his face. I joined 

Elise and Meesha and we danced, and I didn’t feel so self-conscious, or maybe I did but I 

was able to put it out of my mind for a couple of minutes.  
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I got a text and swiftly extracted myself from the room. I could hear the music in 

the hall, and I ran my hand along the jagged plaster, thinking about how it seemed like 

punishment for the clumsy drunks who fell against it. I smiled to myself at my joke. 

The door to the other apartment shut, and I turned around. It was Alex.  

“What’s up?” he asked. 

“Nothing,” I said happily. “I’m just going outside to meet someone.”  

He followed me into the stairwell of their apartment, and then leaned casually on 

the banister. “You’re waiting for that guy you saw at the soccer game, right?” 

“Yep,” I said.  

“You know Dean is in love with you, right?” 

I looked down, trying not to smile. Finally I said, “I’m just not ready to date.” 

“Okay. I’m just saying that when you are, guys will be lining up to date you.” 

“Thanks.” This time I did smile.  

“Sure. I’ll see you back in there.”   

I had my phone in my hand and kept checking it obsessively. Eventually Ricky 

texted me to ask for more specific directions. My pulse picked up, and I went outside to 

wait on this little bridge over a gully filled with dead leaves. And I felt honored to be a 

witness to such things as gullies and dead leaves, which I’d never noticed before.  

I saw him, edged in blue, emerging from the shadows of trees. As he got closer I 

noticed he was wearing the same gray hooded sweatshirt he always wore in class, and I 

felt a mixture of shame and security.  

“Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

I was about to ask him if he found it okay, but he spoke first.  

“I’ve been here before, I think.” He looked behind me at the building.  

“Cool.” I nodded. “You want to go inside?” 

“Sure.” 

I walked in front of him into Dean and Alex’s apartment, feeling his presence 

behind me like my own body part and having to stop myself from continually glancing 

back to make sure it was there.  
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There were only a few more people there. The sad part was that I knew that if it 

weren’t for Ricky, I’d have preferred it that way. I had the most fun with my friends, not 

with strangers. But now I felt awkward, needing more distraction.  

“Sign up for beer pong!”  

Stephen was smiling at me. He stood in the narrow kitchen with some short girl 

I’d never seen before, who might become his girlfriend for two weeks or so. I didn’t 

know why it was this way with him and girls; I thought he was sweet and gentlemanly.  

I looked at Ricky. “You want to?” 

“I’m not good, at all.” 

“Me neither.” I smiled.  

“Okay.”  

I walked over to the kitchen and leaned over, conscious of my butt as I wrote 

down our names on a piece of paper someone had taped to the wall. Ours were the first 

names on the list.  

I arranged the red plastic cups into a triangle. I was glad we were only playing 

with six; I’ve played with eight before, and if you’re on a team where you both suck and 

the other team has a streak of bad luck, the game could take embarrassingly long.  

“You want to go first?” I asked him. 

“You go.”  

“Alright.” I flung the ball, purposefully with more energy than I knew it needed. 

Stephen ducked out of the way as it hit the refrigerator, and when it bounced off he 

caught it with one hand.  

“Nice.” I congratulated him instinctively on his catch.  

“You too.” He laughed.  

I looked at Ricky and tried to smile girlishly. 

“Oh, do you want a beer? Let me get you one.” 

I went over to the keg and pumped him a cupful of beer. I had lost mine by now, 

but there was a half full bottle of vodka next to Stephen that I’d take shots of as soon as 

this game was over, if not sooner. 

“Here,” I said. 

“Thanks. You want some?” 
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“Sure.” I took a sip after him, reflecting solemnly on the space both our lips had 

touched, my thoughts falling silent.   

“Your turn,” said Stephen. I guessed his partner had missed because we were only 

missing one cup. Already I wanted the game to be over with, which meant I now had to 

try. Ricky was looking around. I saw Dean with his cast and crutch hobbling across the 

room to the keg.  

Though I was desperate to pry us away from the neon kitchen lighting, certain 

that my dry skin made me look like a reptile, at the same time it let me examine Ricky, 

who had taken off his sweatshirt. Underneath it he wore a faded orange t-shirt with the 

silhouette of some revolutionary on it, possibly Che Guevera, but I didn’t ask because I 

knew I’d look stupid if I got it wrong. The shirt looked softer than a pillowcase, and I 

wanted more than just to touch it, but to have it expand and wrap around both of us. I 

could see all the tiny hairs on his arms; his brownish, slightly rounded face needed a 

shave.  

Finally Stephen and the girl beat us, almost entirely due to Stephen sinking shots. 

“Do you want to go in the other room?” I asked Ricky. “Wait, hold on.” I walked 

over to the fridge and wedged myself between Stephen and the girl, who were now 

playing Tim and this other girl. I plucked down the bottle of vodka from the top of the 

fridge.  

“You just needed your PowerAde,” said Stephen. “You should sign up again 

later.” 

“Okay,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t. When I offered it to Ricky, he scrunched up 

his face.  

“Just a little,” he said. “Cheap vodka makes me nauseous.”  

I felt a pang of shame as I poured two fingers into one cup and about four into the 

other. I took the bigger one, and we touched cups.  

“Cheers,” I said, making sure to make eye contact for at least a few seconds. His 

eyes were brown, not very deep but not light either; they reminded me of the color people 

said my own eyes were. I always wished they were darker. And as I looked away I 

realized how much I wanted from him, knowing full well that however much I got, it 

would never be enough.  
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I shuddered as it went down; the vodka had been frozen so it was sort of syrupy, 

and it went down slowly, coating the back of my throat. 

I loosened myself from the kitchen and walked into the living room. Someone 

knocked on the door, so I opened it, and standing there was Jake, my ex of three years, 

the guy I’d dated while I was in Spain and who hadn’t so much as sent me a card on my 

birthday, and still it’d taken me three months after getting home to break up with him. I 

still considered him a friend, and I thought he felt the same; we hadn’t talked much since 

I broke up with him, except for when I saw him occasionally on campus. I’d forgotten 

that I’d invited him tonight.   

He was wearing a dark green and blue plaid shirt with little red buttons on it. I’d 

never seen it before. It was thicker than the shirts he used to wear and more colorful.  

“Hi!” I said, genuinely happy to see a familiar face. 

“Hi.” He did not so much as glance to my right at Ricky, who in my peripheral 

vision had also shrunk a few feet. 

“Thanks for coming! The beer is in there.” I felt inexplicably happy he’d come. 

Sometimes I felt like after I broke up with someone I was finally able to love him for who 

they were.  

“Thanks. I’ll see you around.” 

He walked past me into the room. I smiled at Ricky and gratefully entered the 

other apartment.  

There were still only about five people in it. I edged close to the wall, near the 

Gatorade container filled with the punch I had deemed too weak a few hours ago. I could 

always add vodka to it. 

I tried not to look at the people dancing behind us. I figured if he didn’t want to 

dance, the better off I was.  

“It’s funny,” he said. “At Latino parties all you do is dance, and at American 

parties nobody really dances.” 

“Yeah, we just play drinking games. It’s all about the competition.” I could still 

taste the vodka in the back of my throat, so I filled a cup half up with punch.  

I leaned in closer, surrounded by his smell. It was the smell of an attractive boy, 

and it smelled like all attractive boys did; warm, somewhat like the root of something 
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poking up from dirt. They all smelled the same, attractive boys, differing only from only 

from the smell of unattractive boys, which repulsed me. I could not say specifically what 

either scent was made of, though they seemed to know what they were doing without my 

understanding.  

It was loud. I had to put my mouth close to hear ear so he could hear me. I was 

getting antsy; it seemed like neither one of us knew what to talk about.  

“When’s your birthday?” I asked, for lack of a better question. 

“December fourth, eighty five.”  

“I’m a year older than you!” 

“Does that matter?” he asked, genuinely worried.  

“Of course not.” Matter in what way?  

“Did you want to dance?” he asked me. 

“Sure. If you do.” 

“I’m okay with not dancing.” 

“Me too. Let’s go back into the other room.” 

 I felt on the verge of failure; either I was boring or he was just bored. I had to do 

something to show him how much we had in common, how alike we were, how much we 

had to share.  

At first glance I did not see Jake anywhere, and then I realized he’d gone home. 

At least I didn’t have to feel bad about Ricky. We sat on a small couch just outside of 

Dean’s bedroom, our bodies touching from thigh to knee. Once we started talking and 

laughing, I felt better. It was getting late, and I was tired. I wanted to lean my head on his 

shoulder. What the hell, I thought. Then Alex was standing in front of us, asking me to 

get up so he could talk to me. 

 “Hold on one second,” I told Ricky. 

 I followed Alex to the middle of the room where lots of people were standing 

around playing flip cup and screaming, and no one was paying any attention to us. 

 “Dean’s pretty drunk.” 

 “Yeah?” Dean could take care of himself, I was sure. 

 Alex looked uncomfortably grim. “He told me he wants to talk to you. Just for a 

minute. I told him to wait until another time, but he said he has to do it now.” 
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 “Do what?” 

 Alex shrugged. “I think you know.” 

 “Where is he?” I wanted to get it over with.  

 “In his room. I’ll tell your friend you’ll be right out.” 

 “Thanks Alex.” 

 I opened Dean’s door, shutting it quickly behind me. It was hot in there and he 

had the fan going. He was lying on the bed, and he did not move or make any sound as I 

came in, but I could feel him aware of me. 

 I sat on Alex’s bed. Dean’s cast was propped up on his pillow; I could see it more 

clearly than his face, which lay on the other side of the bed, in darkness. For a few 

minutes no one said anything, and I just watched his fan, which was tall and black and 

rotated around, blinking a red eye at me every time it faced me.  

 “I don’t want to take up too much of your time,” said Dean. He was still lying 

back, and it seemed like talking took him considerable effort, whether because he was 

drunk or in pain or both.  

 “It’s okay.” I tried not to stare at the door, but I couldn’t help wondering what 

Ricky was doing. I worried he was thinking anything at all; it made me feel distant from 

him.  

 “I know you know what I’m going to say, and I know you don’t feel the same 

way. I just want to say it, for myself.” 

 I nodded, silently bracing myself.  

 “I think you’re a beautiful, smart, funny and interesting girl, and you’re one of my 

best friends. I’d really love to take you out sometime.” 

 In my head it sounded like he was talking about somebody else. I waited a second 

before telling him that he was the wonderful one, he was the one to whom those 

adjectives should be rightfully attributed, not me, but it came out sounding pathetic, like I 

was trying to boost him up right before crushing him.   

 “I just, I don’t know if I’m ready to date yet. Sorry,” I added, as if the last 

statement wasn’t final enough. And I was sorry, not that I didn’t want to date, but that he 

felt this way about me to begin with. It was clearly his fault for getting attached to 

someone that could hurt him, someone he couldn’t trust.  
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 “I thought that was what you might say.” 

 He was still lying there. I sat upright and faced forward, as I might during a 

lecture. I didn’t feel right leaving right away. But then realized it might save him some 

added pain, so I got up without saying anything and left the room.  

 Ricky was no longer on the couch. I saw him through the open door, on the phone 

in the hallway. When he saw me he put up a finger, signifying that he’d be a minute. I 

nodded and smiled amiably. Looking around I saw that most people had left. I think it 

had gotten crowded at one point. I wondered where Elise was. I asked Steve, and he told 

me she’d gone home a while ago.  

 After Ricky got off the phone I tried to remain cheerful, knowing I’d just done 

something horrible to my best friend. I felt bad he’d chosen me to like, the one person 

who wasn’t able to give him what he wanted. The worst part was that deep down I knew 

that on some level I must have encouraged it, probably because he was attractive and I 

liked the attention. I should be able to love him, but for some reason or another I was not 

able to.  

 Now I was off to entrap yet another person in my tangled web. We cut through 

lawns to get back to campus, my heels sinking through the soft ground. I didn’t even 

mind the bottom of my pants getting wet, something that usually drove me nuts.  

 “Your friend, what was his name?” 

 “Which one?” His tone was almost condescending, and I feared whatever he was 

about to say.   

 “The one with the yellow shirt on.” 

 “Stephen.” 

 “While you were in there he goes to me, ‘Kate’s a good girl, make sure you treat 

her well.’” 

 I was silent. We walked down a steep hill that led to where the back parking lot of 

my apartment building was.  

 “I live over here.” 

 “I’ll just walk you back.” 

 There was an empty case of beer in the middle of the sidewalk, and I wanted to 

give it a kick, just to see it flying. So I did, and I don’t remember which came first, my 
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knowledge that the box didn’t move, my pain, or my incredulity that someone at Penn 

State had left an entire case of beer on the sidewalk. I bent over. 

 “Mother FUCKER!” 

 “Are you okay?” Ricky looked so concerned I started laughing.  

 “I’m fine.” It was pretty funny. 

 “Do you think you broke it?” 

 “I’m not sure.” I knew it wasn’t. “It hurts.” This was true, though now it felt more 

like a buzzing, like a sharp, deep itch.  

 “I can help you back to your apartment, if you want.” 

 “Sure.” 

 He linked his arm through mine. When we got to the back door I punched in my 

numbers, and then we took the elevator up. I unlocked my door and the apartment was 

dark. Elise was sleeping, I was sure. I turned on the kitchen light and took off my shoe.  

  “It’d be purple if it was broke,” said Ricky. “I broke a toe once, some fat old guy 

stepped on it.” 

 I tried to laugh but was too nervous. “Good. Thanks. Thank you, for walking me 

up here.” 

 “Sure.”   

 I paused. “Do you want to sit down?” 

 We sat on my couch, the blue one with the hard cushions and the wooden frame 

that Elise’s mother had brought up for us, and I realized that not once since moving in 

had I sat here. I was not a TV watcher; I spent most of my time in my room. It was 

strange being on this couch now for two reasons. 

 We leaned into each other, talking about school. He asked me if I was applying to 

graduate schools and I said yes. I thought he’d already asked me this but I didn’t mind. I 

asked him again if he was, and he said yes, too. I wished we were laughing and talking 

comfortably with one another, but I kept thinking of what I knew would happen, not even 

that I was excited about it, because I wasn’t. The excitement had reached a peak and 

turned into its opposite. Now I felt afraid for a different reason; I knew that whatever was 

going to happen would mean nothing when compared to what I had hoped for. I got so 

excited I could barely function, and then I had to find some way to detract from my 
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ideals, and I always ended up swinging the other direction completely and making life 

meaningless. 

 My hands were shaking, so I folded my arms. I paid no attention to whatever we 

were talking about while still keeping up the conversation. I don’t remember who kissed 

whom, how or when it happened, but his then mouth was on mine, and I had my hand on 

his arm, which was the loveliest part; all night I had I wanted to hold and be held by 

them. The rest I could take or leave; it was too strong too look at directly, I could only 

handle reflected light. He led me into my room and as I lay down I took off my shirt. 

 On my bed, or under my bed (I had a bunk bed), we lay next to each other, for a 

while just kissing. I was much more relaxed than I thought I’d be. The anticipation had 

drained me, emotionally and mentally, and I had little energy left for thinking. We kissed 

tenderly, almost childishly, for more than an hour. Then I just lay curled up next to him 

and we talked; I told him about Spain and he told me about growing up in Venezuela. He 

said he missed the beach so much that that he didn’t ever want to live somewhere that 

wasn’t close to one. I told him I wanted to visit South America; he said I should. I rotated 

positions, trying to hide my arm, but then I just flung it over him, resting it on his chest.   

 “I hate my arms.” 

“Why?” 

“Too skinny.”  

“They’re beautiful. Son flacas.” 

I don’t remember what we talked about, or many other specifics, I think for the 

same reason I don’t remember my childhood: memory pollutes reality. Both times were 

so perfect that my mind sealed them off so I could not break into them and ruin them. 

That, and the fact that to be perfect means to die, so during those times I gave up my 

access to life. 

 Several hours later, after my mouth and chin were very raw, he told me he should 

go. As he got up to find his shirt, I realized that while we’d been lying there my room had 

changed; it had become unrecognizable to me. My desk and computer looked like 

gravestones; the day had leaked its coarse brown into the soft night. My whole room felt 

like a wound as it was healing, in between life and death, neither itself nor nothing.  
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 He got a glass of water from the kitchen, and I went into the bathroom and stared 

at my face in the mirror. All around my mouth was dark and red, the rest so pale it was 

almost see-through.  

 I opened the door, and he walked out into the hallway before turning around to 

say bye. I was self-conscious that he could see me now; I knew my face was a mess, and 

I did not want it to be his last memory of the night. In a burst of courage, I kissed him, 

hard, and then he pulled away. 

 “I’ll see you in class,” he said, turning around. 

 “Yep, see you in class.” I shut the door and went back to bed, clutching my body 

pillow, but I could not sleep. There it was, an old friend parachuting down to meet me: 

life. I tried to face away from the morning, closing my eyes and convincing myself it was 

still night, and eventually I fell asleep.  

 

 It was winter when he finally took me up on his request for help studying for the 

GREs. I walked to the Hub wearing the large, corduroy coat with wool lining that I’d had 

since high school, the one with the hood that came unzipped, and which people were 

always unzipping without me knowing, so it’d look like two flaps draped over my 

shoulder.  

I loved walking around campus during winter. There were only ever a few people 

out, and everything seemed sacred and untouchable, even the air. It made me feel 

weightless, and alive.  

 I had lost more weight. I used all the energy from my anxiety at the gym. On the 

Stairmaster in front of the window, I’d look through the gaps in fog at all the “normal” 

happy-looking students walking to class, and then around at me at the skinny, pretty girls 

who worked out entirely due to their own will, not because some unseen force dragged 

them out of bed and into the freezing, snowy weather every morning, knowing that if the 

body was not exercising, the body would be composed of hate.  

 Tonight HUB was extremely crowded, it being so close to finals. All the long 

tables were filled, people had their sustenance spread out, books askew, and they were 

laughing, drinking coffee, socializing or reading with headphones on. I found Ricky, as 

usual on his phone. I sat and pretended to be occupied with my surroundings as he kept 
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talking. When he finally got off I could feel his cheerfulness like a flat wall; no part of it 

was gave in to me, no part of it took me in.  

 “Thanks for coming. I’m horrible at this stuff.” 

 “Sure,” I said, trying not to come off as bleak as I felt. I got the sense, for the first 

time, that his insecurity was an act. I was grateful to have something else to concentrate 

on so I could mute my feelings. 

 “What I do is I make long lists of words, and then I write down the definitions and 

read them over and over until I have them memorized. There’s really nothing to it. You 

just gotta do it.” But you won’t, I thought. 

 “Want me to quiz you?” I asked.  

 “Sure.” He slid his notebook across the table. It was thin and blue, and his writing 

leaned heavily to one side, like long, thin blades of grass. I had to turn the notebook to 

the side. 

 “Okay,” I said. “Knell.” 

 “Uh, foretelling death.” 

 “Right.” 

 “Recidivism.” 

 “I have no clue.” He laughed.  

 I skipped it.   

 “Wait, you’re not going to tell me what it means?” 

 “Do you want me to? Fine, it means to lapse into crime.” 

 “Jesus, you’re smart.” 

“Not really, I just studied these a lot.” I wanted to find an easy one. “Okay. 

Lambaste.” 

 “Um. Is it to criticize harshly?” 

 I nodded. “Half the words on this list have to do criticizing someone. It’s like, 

only assholes use words this big.” 

 He laughed, throwing his head back, and I smiled. I quizzed him for about twenty 

minutes, and then he began checking his phone. 

 What are you doing tonight? I wanted to ask him. Do you want to hang out? Let’s 

get a drink together. Let’s at least walk out of here together.  
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 “So are you up to anything tonight?” I asked. It was only a little after eight 

o’clock, the perfect time to transition to a few drinks to kick off the evening.  

 “I’m not sure,” he said cheerfully. He did not ask me my plans. 

 It was eight twenty five when I finally got up to leave. He had shut his book and 

the small talk we were making was getting more and more interrupted by silence.  

Walking home, I convinced myself that I was not a total failure, not in every way. 

I had managed to seal myself off from harm; by not letting him know how I felt about 

him, I had not let myself get as hurt as I might have.  

As a reward for my strength, and also because it was Friday night and I had 

nothing to do, and all around me were guys and girls dressed up and walking drunkenly 

to bars or parties, I decided to go to McLanahan’s and buy a little treat for myself. I even 

looked forward to going home to my old friend, my computer. 

 I spent far too long hovering in the candy aisle, ignoring the fact that several 

others came and went while I was still deciding. Finally I settled on a small piece white 

chocolate with dark crumbs in it, the shape of a Santa. I kept it in my pocket as I walked 

home, touching it every now and then to make sure it hadn’t fallen out. When I got to my 

apartment buildings I took the stairs up to the second floor.  

 Elise’s door was open and her room was dark. I’d be in my room when she got 

home. I probably wouldn’t see her until tomorrow.   

 I stood at the kitchen counter and unwrapped the head part of the chocolate. I 

scraped the white chocolate with my two front teeth, and when I pulled it away I could 

see their marks sliding down it, like two tire marks in snow. I picked it up again and 

shaved off another layer with my front teeth. Already I felt better, so I folded the foil 

back over and placed it meticulously on a shelf of the freezer. Then I went to my room to 

write and listen to music. 

 

 Time kept passing. I didn’t really want to graduate. All of my friends seemed at 

least mildly happy to be moving on, except for Elise and I, for different reasons. Elise 

hadn’t finished her senior project on time, so she wouldn’t graduate until the summer. It 

wasn’t that big of a deal—it looked like our friend Andy wasn’t going to graduate, with 

or without honors, either—but she seemed pretty bummed by it. I knew I would have 
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been too. Not only that, but after revealing her true feelings to Tim (turns out she hadn’t 

on the night of the party because he’d brought a date), things had actually gone well, and 

the two of them went out on a date, and he even kissed her at our door. Then a few days 

later he called her to come over and told her four words that pretty much destroyed any 

chance at her recovering from being depressed: “The kiss meant nothing.” Even to me it 

felt like a kick in the face.  

 But unlike Elise, I was graduating. I had completed my nonfiction honors thesis, 

which I’d based on my trip abroad and then to Italy with my grandparents. I didn’t see 

Ricky around much that spring; we didn’t have classes together anymore. Toward the end 

of the semester, there were all sorts of get-togethers and celebrations for the seniors, 

which I attended begrudgingly, counting the time until it seemed normal enough to leave. 

I watched friends of mine I’d known for four years celebrate their achievements, all of 

them happy and relaxed, secure enough to let loose from their former disciplined selves. 

They were ready to sail confidently into life on the firm ships they had built. To me it felt 

like being tossed overboard.   

The week before graduation and after classes ended was spent doing things 

around town we’d never done before. We went miniature golfing, to restaurants we’d 

never been to, but the best part was the scavenger hunt we made up ourselves, during 

which Caleb got naked in the library, our friend Pete drove a forklift with the keys left in 

the ignition, Andy shaved off his eyebrows, and Stephen drank milk from a shoe.  

My parents and their best friends came up for the weekend of graduation. I had 

various events to attend, though I felt disgusted with myself for a variety of reasons: I had 

gotten rejected from all ten graduate schools I applied to, I had been eating like shit all 

week (surprisingly, senior week was busier than most weeks during the actual school 

year), and I felt awful about the fact that I’d be leaving school and going back home, and 

not only that, but I’d be working as a lifeguard manager at the same pool where I worked 

two summers ago. The very day after returning home I would go to the pool to scrub 

mildew from hundreds of chairs, all of which were stacked too high for me to reach in a 

heavily cobwebbed shed. 

In the hotel with my mother, I sipped her Blue Sapphire. I didn’t talk much. I 

knew, but didn’t want to admit, that I was still thinking about Ricky. I’d hoped for 
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something to happen between us all year; there was even that one morning when woke up 

and started talking to him online, and we ended up meeting for breakfast. It was a rainy 

day, and we talked for hours, taking sips of one another’s drinks. And after that we just 

went our separate ways. I had called him several times to invite him out to parties; once I 

even told myself I would tell him how I felt. I literally couldn’t. I just did not have words. 

I just knew it was complicated enough to cause me both elation and misery, sometimes at 

the same time.  

My mother rarely gave me advice on anything, but that semester my dad had 

called me up and told me that she was worried about how skinny I was after the two of 

them had driven up for a visit. Today she sat on the opposite bed from me, dressed up and 

wearing her gold jewelry. I could smell her perfume, as well as the gin.  

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” The funny part was that I meant this, even though I wanted to cry. 

“Are you still thinking about what’s-his-name from your English class?” She 

knew I’d fallen in love with some guy; I think she knew he spoke Spanish, and not much 

else. I didn’t remember telling her about it, but knowing me I must have gotten excited at 

some point and let some emotion spill over.  

“Ricky.” It was strange to say his name; it was almost like admitting defeat.  

“Katie, he’s just not worth it.”  

 “I know,” I answered robotically. 

 “You’ve completed four years of what most people consider a huge achievement. 

You have a ton to be proud of. Like that poetry award.” 

 I nodded. The gin tasted awful. I couldn’t even drink enough to be drunk, even 

though that was one of the only foolproof ways to get me out of my bad mood. But in 

truth, I didn’t want to be drunk. Strangely, being miserable felt as crucial to these last 

four years as my education.  

The first ceremony was the Honors English one. There were only a handful of us, 

and we stood in the front of the room while our classmates and professors gave speeches. 

I could hear my blood pounding; it reminded me of the obsession I’d had right before 

leaving for college (there were new ones at college, including my fear of schizophrenia): 
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I would lie in bed, trying to ignore the sound of my heart beating until it became so loud 

that nothing else, including myself, seemed to exist.  

 As I stood there I could feel a panic attack coming on. I’d had these throughout 

college, but mostly I’d been able to rationalize myself out of them. During my “Writing 

about the Arts” class freshmen year, when I stood in front of everyone and started 

shaking uncontrollable, I was able to stand there long enough to realize that it was a small 

room with about seven people in it, all of whom I knew and liked, and the shaking 

stopped. I even enjoyed being the center of attention, the information giver. The fear of 

public speaking started in high school when I had to run out of the room during an 

anatomy presentation because I started having tunnel vision and could hardly hear myself 

speaking. But in college I had to give a handful of presentations, and though I still had to 

spend the entire week playing mind games with myself, and the hours leading up to it in a 

state of forced meditation, I got through them fine, and even made grades. 

My parents and my parents’ friends sat in the audience, close enough that I could 

see them. I tried to think of the food I’d seen in the back of the room to calm down. Ricky 

was standing about four people away from me. There must have only been about eight of 

us. My other friend Mark was up there. Mark had broken up with his girlfriend, who’d 

gone to Seville with me, and been in bad shape ever since. In the middle of the semester 

he got into a fight at this concert that left his face smashed, and he’d come into class with 

two black eyes and scarlet rods of tissues stuffed up his nose.  

 I tried focusing on the friendships I was sure of, but I could feel my throat getting 

smaller, and all I could think about was that I would probably stop breathing soon. My 

legs threatened to turn into wobbly strings and collapse. Still, I thought I was doing a 

good job at maintaining the illusion of calm. I had done the same thing at earlier, at my 

first presentation, where I’d read the poem that won me an award and five hundred 

dollars. I’d even felt better after a man botched my introduction, misinterpreting my 

poem to be political, which seemed strangely ironic. 

Just when I was sure I would fall directly forward, the speaker motioned towards 

us and people started clapping, and I clapped too, smiling and shifting around as if I were 

excited when really I was trying to distract my body from panicking. I’d worked for four 
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years to be a normal person, and it’d only accumulated to me being worse than where I’d 

started as a freshman.  

 After it was over, I stood in the back eating strawberries that were as big as my 

hand. There were little sandwiches and chocolate but I steered clear of those, staying next 

to the fruit. I saw Ricky with his mother, a stout, exotic looking woman with blonde 

highlights in her wavy hair. Ricky walked up to me, carrying a plastic cup filled with 

cookies of all different shapes. For a few seconds he just stood next to me, as if we were 

so close we didn’t need to say anything around one another.  

 “Well, I’m glad that’s over.” I plucked up a few more strawberries, not wanting 

them to run out. 

 My mother was standing by ready to be cordial to anyone she met who was even 

slightly connected to me. I wondered if she knew this was him. 

 “Mom,” I said. “This is Ricky.” 

 Ricky stuck out his hand, swallowing the rest of whatever was in his mouth.  

 “Very nice to meet you,” said my mother. She seemed to mean it. 

 “Thanks, you too. This is my mom; mom, this is Jill. Mom, Jill and I had a lot of 

English classes together.” 

 “I’ve heard a lot about you.” His mother smiled and reached out her hand, which 

was smaller and softer than my own mother’s. After that the four of us stood there while 

our mothers made conversation. My mother could charm the brown off a rock. 

 “One down!” she chimed effusively.  

Ricky’s mother laughed. “I know what you mean,” she said, her accent thick and 

beautiful. “I just want to get to somewhere where I can be with my son. This is all too 

overwhelming.” 

 “Yes, but it is a nice way to celebrate their achievements.” My mother was also a 

teacher and a principal, and thus a huge proponent of education and its classic, if rigid, 

system. Ricky’s mother nodded, her eyes glowing with warmth and pride.  

 “I’m going to run to the bathroom. See you at the other ceremony!” I left the 

room before I could come up with a reason not to. The other ceremony was in an hour, 

and it was for the entire Honors College. My mom followed me out of the auditorium.  

 “He’s cute,” she said.  
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 “Obviously.” 

 She ruffled my hair. “Don’t worry honey. You’ll be home soon.” 

 “Yeah.” I pulled away. This was another thing giving me anxiety. I had already 

made the decision to apply again, this time to double the amount of schools and for both 

fiction and poetry, increasing my chances of getting in.  

 Outside my parents’ friends took pictures of me with my parents and my parents 

took some of me with them. I tried to smile like a true graduate, like the people I saw 

around me, who seemed confident and bright and walked with verve, their heads held 

high. I tried to keep mine at least partway up, if not for myself than at least in celebration 

of my classmates. 

 The other ceremony was much larger and less personal, and I wanted to get on my 

knees and thank God for this. I stood in the back, lined up in alphabetical order with all 

the other K’s I’d been sandwiched between a few other times, during other ceremonies, 

or whom I’d just happened to get to know. Luckily I didn’t feel much of anything for any 

of them. We just laughed and joked and stayed on the surface, and for a while I was 

distracted long enough to feel nothing. 

 Jake was a few people ahead of me. His last name was Kliman.  

 “Hey,” he said, walking over. “Excited?”  

 I could tell he had been drinking, only enough to make this more bearable than it 

was for me. His group of friends had moved together into a house over on West campus, 

a place I heard rumors about, mainly that it was cool and had lots of parties, but it seemed 

somewhat scary, a little desolate. Every now and then I got invited over there, and every 

now and then I went, and always on the walk back I feel relieved crossing the road back 

to campus. 

 “No,” I said. I didn’t have to pretend with him.  

 He smiled. “It’s almost over. You’re a graduate, practically!” 

 He was having a good day, would probably have a great night. Knowing this 

made me happy. 

 “Thanks. You better go, I think the line’s moving.” 

 “Okay.” He jumped back in with whomever he’d been standing with.  
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 Right before I got on the stage, I looked out into the audience at the students 

who’d already walked and collected their medals, who were now seated in the few rows 

in front of where the parents and families sat. I thought I might be able to find Ricky, but 

there were way too many people, and I had only a short time to look.  

 As I walked across the stage, I felt the heat of lights and I was thankful that I 

could not see the audience, who were doused in black. My heels had only to function for 

seven or eight steps, and then they would be free to be forgotten about once more. Later, 

they awarded several students with distinctive honors, and my mind played tricks on me, 

convincing me that though I did not know any of the categories, I’d be surprised with one 

of the awards, the one for the most emotion withstood, the highest level of feeling, of 

devotion. The students who did win had an impressive and even absurd range of 

achievements, and listening to them put me in a miserable mood. 

 Outside the building it was chaos. More pictures, this time with friends. Elise had 

come, even though her chronic heel pain made walking a problem. This was why she 

couldn’t do the scavenger hunt. I felt bad for her, but her attitude had been so horrendous 

I only allowed myself a certain stipend of emotion to share. Also I felt bad enough to 

begin with, it was hard to deal with another’s pain. 

 Caleb was there, too, and my mother snapped pictures of the two of us in our blue 

gowns and Elise in her white dress. I thought it was too crowded to find anyone, but then 

I saw Dean, Stephen and Alex. It made me feel at home to be around them; in these 

pictures my smile was genuine.  

 I found Ricky effortlessly. His mother waved for the two of us to get together. 

 “Let me get one of you two,” she said, directing us to stand together.  

 “Oh, good.” My mother took out her camera. My mom would use any excuse to 

get a picture. 

 “Smile!”  

I smiled as widely as I could, hoping all bad emotions would retreat from my 

face. 

 “My turn,” said my mom, crouching slightly. 

 “Oh God,” Ricky said to me.  

 “I know.” I smiled.  
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 After taking a few more our mothers began talking, and I turned to Ricky. He 

looked handsome in his cap and gown, with his brown eyes, his sly smile. I was 

conscious of the fact that I’d put on weight during senior week with all the pasta dinners, 

burgers and drinking, and not as much working out as I’d liked. It felt like I was anchored 

to something I could not get away from. I thought I could feel the extra force of gravity 

pulling me down. I was sure Ricky could tell. But there was something about my voice, a 

certain levity it hadn’t had in a while. I could actually recognize its tone.    

 “What are you doing tonight?” he asked.  

 “I’m not sure. Going out with friends. I don’t know where yet. You?” 

 “I don’t know.” He looked stressed. “Want to make plans to meet up?” 

 “Sure,” I said, trying to quiet whatever was going on in my brain. “Do you still 

have my number?” 

 “Text it to me again, just to be sure.” 

 “Okay,” I said. “I’ll call you later then.” 

 “Cool. We’ll meet up definitely.” 

 “Alright.” I tried not to smile too much as we went and got our mothers. 

  

Most of my clothes had been packed into trash bags, except what I was wearing 

tomorrow to drive home in, and I certainly couldn’t wear that out. My closet, which had 

once seemed full and endless, was empty. It was hard to believe that such a small 

container had held at one point so much.  

 I knew if I put too much pressure on the night, like so many other times, it would 

fail. This was it; this was my last night here. Nothing I could do could change whatever 

was going to be.  

 I wore the only pair of jeans that still fit me, surprisingly, though they were snug 

(they stretched out a lot), and a short brown sleeveless shirt I had to wear a strapless bra 

with. I wore my hair down and the shell earrings I had gotten in Spain. 

 My friends and I started out at Bar Bleu, right near my apartment. We drank 

ponies of Rolling Rock, which I’d never seen before. I was not in the mood to get drunk. 

I played pool, sticking out my ass in my tight jeans, knowing people were looking and 

enjoying the fact that I didn’t care.  
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 I was doing well at pool, something that to me signified that I was depressed. Any 

time I did not have to try and was still unnaturally good at games, it was because the rest 

of my mind, the emotional part, was so grieved and ruined that it had shut down. I 

became a master of sarcasm, making friends with people I didn’t care if I saw again. 

 Dean was there, with his cast off. He and I played a game of pool. It’d been a 

while since the night in his room, and we were doing better as friends.  

 I had two more balls to make in; Dean had six.  

 “Someone’s on fire tonight,” said Stephen, already drunk.  

 “Are you alright?” asked Dean. “You seem a little off.” 

 “I’m fine,” I said. “Just tired.” This would make sense, I knew, because we had 

gone out pretty late and done a lot of drinking this week. And sure enough, he didn’t ask 

again. 

 I kept checking my phone; soon it was nine-thirty. It was still early, and I knew a 

lot of people, especially Latinos and Europeans, didn’t go out sometimes until after 

midnight. My ex was having a party over on West College that went on all day and all 

night, and I could walk over there if I didn’t have anything better to do.  

 We went to Mad Mex. Elise was with us, and Andy, whom I could not look at 

him without getting freaked out, because he had no eyebrows. When I saw how upset this 

made him, I gave him a hug. 

 “Aw, I’m sorry. You look fine. It’s just different!” I laughed and gave him 

another hug. We sat at a table outside. There were not many people here. Usually this 

place was packed. I’d gotten a regular size margarita as opposed to the “Big Azz” ones 

that were reputed to have seven or eight shots of tequila in them. 

 We sat around the table and talked about how funny the scavenger hunt had been. 

Elise tried to smile; she hadn’t done a lot during senior week, mostly because of her foot, 

but also because she was trying to finish her project. I wasn’t sure she got a whole lot 

done. 

 “I still can’t believe you did that,” Caleb said to Andy. Andy nodded. He looked 

worn out.  
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 “What else?” I said. I was trying to ramp up my energy, which had been draining 

out of me ever since this earlier afternoon, though in reality probably since the beginning 

of the week. 

 “You made out naked with a girl in the shower!” said Alex. It was the sister of 

this guy who was a year younger than us, Pete. In reality we had not really made out or 

been naked; we had worn our bras and hugged. But no one knew this because we had the 

shower curtain pulled over and the bathroom door closed, so we let them think what they 

want, and we got four points for it. Our team won the scavenger hunt.  

 “I think I may have committed rape,” I said, and everyone laughed.  

 It was after midnight; now I hoped he did not call, because all I wanted to do was 

go to bed, wake up early, drag all my shit out of my apartment and say goodbye to 

everything, then stop for a smoothie on the way out like we always did. I would drive 

with dad in the new red Toyota Corolla they had helped me buy as a graduation present, 

and which my mom had driven up here.  

 This should be sad, I kept telling myself. It is the last night. But I didn’t feel it. 

While walking someone threw a few eggs at us from the upper story window of an 

apartment. I was furious, cursing them out under my breath to Dean, who was walking 

next to me. 

 “Should we go get eggs and retaliate?” he asked. 

 He meant it, too. We kept walking. There was an orange sign on the side of the 

road that had fallen or been stolen and then left, and it was huge, bigger than me. I was 

shocked; from faraway these things seemed a lot smaller. The sign said something 

mundane, I don’t remember now, but at the time it had made a strange sort of sense.  

 I hugged each of my friends as we passed their apartments on the way to mine. I 

did feel slightly sad. But mostly I just felt tired. As Elise and I got closer to our apartment 

I felt an immense relief that the night, and everything about this place, was ending. 

 I slept on the couch that night, finding the Doritos that had been leftover from my 

mother’s lunch and eating a few, not caring that I hadn’t brushed my teeth or that I would 

not work out tomorrow, but instead sit in the passenger seat while my dad drove home 

and looked over at me skeptically, every now and then making comments that he 
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probably hoped would bring me back down to reality, cheer me up, or give me 

perspective.  

It was a cool night, so I opened the window. As I lay there I felt uncomfortably 

connected to everything, unable to separate myself from the voices I heard outside all 

night. They felt like dirt on my skin that no matter how hard I tried I could not wash off. 

 

* 

 

 I definitely underdressed; luckily my mom bought me this hat, and that, combined 

with the scarf, are making up for some of it. Walking up the steep sidewalk, I think about 

my sister, whose boyfriend decided to leave halfway through her graduation weekend, 

and how well she’s taking it. I would not have been okay with it. I feel bad for leaving 

them while they’re shopping, but I made plans to meet Betty over a month ago.  

 It’s weird being here, though I can appreciate it now. I feel almost like the town 

and I grew up alongside each other, and now we’ve both changed. A lot of the bars and 

restaurants that used to be here have new names and ownerships, but it still feels the 

same, and it’s kind of like being reunited with a sibling, like being around someone you 

know in such subtle ways that you feel changed just by being in their presence. 

 The coffee shop where I’m meeting Betty is not one I went to often when I was in 

school. I only came here once, with a professor and a group of students, and the professor 

bought us all iced coffees, and on the way home it hit me I had been manic, though 

happy. 

 It’s always crowded here. I recognize Betty right away because she aged 

beautifully; her hair is silvery gray, her smile still like a rosebud. She wears a colorful 

knitted hat.  

 We hug. 

 “Hi!” I say. I feel odd meeting up with her again. We kept in touch over the years, 

and I updated her on all my progress with grad schools, even reported back to her when 

she told me a student of hers was considering FSU as well, but something still doesn’t 

feel right between us, and it bothers me as I sit down.  

 “So,” says Betty. “How have you been? Tell me about school.” 
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 “School’s great,” I say. We are perched on high stools, my legs dangling, which I 

hate. “I’m writing my thesis now. It’s a collection of short stories. I actually started a 

novel, but I had decided to focus on that later.” 

 In truth, one of my advisers had read a draft of the novel and suggested nicely that 

I go back to stories. The novel is about my ex-boyfriend and I, how we broke up after I 

went to visit his family in a small town in southern Florida. Actually, it is been about me, 

unraveling.  

 “Been there. Actually, I worked for four years on a novel that recently I decided I 

couldn’t do anything more with.” 

 “Wow.” I didn’t want to ask her if she’d go back to it. I hoped she would, though. 

I would never ditch something I spent all that time on.  

 “Sometimes writers just have to learn when to tell ourselves that something just 

won’t work. I know it’s hard,” she took a sip of her latte, “but in the long run, it’s much 

better to focus on something that works.” 

You’re wrong, I think.  

“And I think I’m more of a short story writer.” 

Really? I could never constrain myself to a length or to a genre. But I just smile, 

feeling bad that I’m not drinking more of my coffee, which she paid for. 

“What are your short stories on?” she asks me. And I realize then that the tension 

I feel with her has to do with Ricky.  

“Actually, a lot of them have to do with Penn State, and the people I knew here.” 

“Great!” she beamed. “Anyone I know?” 

“A few people,” I say. “Don’t you have a new book coming out?” This is another 

thing I feel guilty about; I have not done enough on my part to keep up with her life. 

“First just a story, in New Letters. But the collection will be out in the fall.” 

“Wow. That’s amazing.” This would only be her second collection.  

“What’s it called?” I ask. 

“The Other Twin.” 

“Oh. Nice, I like it.” 

She nods and sips her coffee. 



  51 

“Do you remember Amy, from our class? She got married and moved back to 

Vegas.” 

“I don’t remember her.” 

“She was sort of frantic, and she was always changing her hair.” 

“The one with the short blonde hair and dark roots?” 

“Yes.” 

“I remember her writing about Vegas. She made it sound cool.” 

“She did. I don’t think she’s writing anymore.”  

“Oh.” 

“Do you still talk to any of the guys from your class?” She leaned forward. 

“How’s Mark? I know he got that job in New York, that’s fantastic. What about Ricky? I 

heard he had to move back to Venezuela because he lost his citizenship. I know he 

shifted his focus in grad school from creative writing to political science. Though I guess 

that’s not really shifting but doing something new altogether.” She smiled.  

“Mark and I are good friends, and yes, Ricky and I still keep in touch. We email 

back in forth and talk over Facebook. I’ve read a couple of his essays. He’s a very 

persuasive and passionate writer when it comes to politics. Which I know nothing about,” 

I added. 

“You know, I’m not surprised he got into that. There was always that edge to him, 

you know?” 

 “Uh huh.” That ego. 

“He didn’t seem okay with just letting things be the way they were going to be. 

There’s something very childish about it, though I guess in some professions it serves 

quite well.” 

I check my watch; my mother and sister will be at Panera in five minutes. I try to 

gulp down some of my coffee, at least down to the halfway point. 

“Thanks so much for meeting with me,” I say.  

Betty stands and puts on her scarf. “Let me know if you need any help with the 

job search. I know some people, just randomly, who might be able to give you 

information.” 

“Sure,” I say. “Thanks again.” 
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Outside we each walk in the opposite direction. I catch myself in a store window; 

the hat looks good, I think. And when I get to Panera and check my watch I realize I’d 

been wrong; my mom and sister won’t be here for another fifteen minutes. I just sit at a 

table and wait.  

I guess you could say I’m over Ricky, though I don’t really know what that 

means. I want to keep open the reservoir of love I had for him, because love is never bad, 

just misplaced. It seems silly that I never said anything to him about how I felt; it was so 

much simpler than I wanted it to be. I wanted not to be able to see through the sides of 

life. Only now do I know what I’d truly been looking for, and even though part of me 

hasn’t found it yet, it still excites me to think of how at one point I thought the search 

would be endless.  
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My Blue Memory 

 

 

The first day I talked to you I was wiping down tables in the empty restaurant, 

enjoying myself watching the dust particles play around in a rectangle of sunlight. It was 

after a busy day. You walked up, your shirt hung loosely over your ropey arms, wearing 

those rectangle glasses that looked like mine, and your teeth were all broken and brown 

and sick looking. This gave me a shock, especially because you had such a nice smile.    

"Hey, do you want these chicken fingers? I saved them but I'm not going to eat 

them. Here, you've been here all day." 

"No thanks." You'd placed them on my clean table and I waited for you to remove 

them.  

"Are you sure?" 

"Yep. Thanks though. They look good, but I usually eat when I go home." 

"Okay, suit yourself." He took them back. "Hey what are you doing this Saturday? 

My buddy's playing in this concert..." 

This happened every time I worked with you, which wasn't that often because you 

worked nights and I worked lunch, though sometimes there was overlap. I thought you 

had to be weird to pay attention to me but secretly I liked it. You were even a little 

annoying and I thought that was okay. This was summer.  

When winter came, I would wake up early so I could go running before work. 

Any exposed parts of my face would burn, my toes going numb, so I'd slam my feet into 

the pavement, curling my fingers in and out to help circulation. As I would ascend the hill 

to my old elementary school I felt my face again, my skin grimy under layers of clothes, I 

stared suspiciously into the rows of windows that I looked out of as a girl. What did I 

think about? It felt like she and I were not the same person, but in some way we were 

soul mates.   

Looking across at dead fields, I remembered being too scared to join the boys 

playing soccer. I felt propped up by a windless cold as my feet made their way over the 
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icy path. I was alone except for a few birds, and I could never tell if they had no clue of 

my existence or else watched me intently. 

I dried my hair on the way to work with the heating vent of my car, flipping my 

head upside down when I got to the parking lot. If I went into the freezer with wet hair 

it'd freeze to my skull, so whenever I was assigned to sort out the rolls I would wear a 

knit cap with my hood over it. All day long I'd be torn between enjoying doing something 

and the company and wanting to leave and be alone, but when I left I was always happy 

and never depressed about how little money I'd made. If I got cut early, say, two o’clock, 

with less than twenty dollars, I'd still feel serene walking out to my car.  

Other than those few moments of highs and lows at work, my life felt bleak with 

apathy. I was afraid of what would happen if I didn't get into grad school, and I was 

afraid of what would happen if I did. And I was equally afraid of and in love with the 

words that came pouring out onto yellow legal pads on the nights I ignored phone calls 

and let the silence penetrate my heart. I did not know how to feel about what I was 

writing, or for that matter about myself.  

And you just added to the fear: the fear of what people would think of us, the fear 

of what you thought of me, even though I knew it was mostly good, and the fear of what I 

thought of you. This scared me the most. You were younger than me, by a lot; I worried 

about this and whatever other hidden things I knew separated us.   

Later my fear branched out, and I feared you freezing to death in the small room 

your father made you pay rent to use. I brought you gloves one night when you were 

working the parking lot. At first I didn't want to, I was afraid you'd make too much of it, 

but then I thought about how cold you must have been, and I was glad I did. On 

Christmas I even brought over a piece of the chocolate cake my brother made, in a 

Tupperware container. I sat on the stoop of your side door watching you devour it. 

For some reason, I was the most afraid that you'd make nothing of yourself. I 

don't know why this thought invaded me. I thought that if you were unhappy I would be 

in despair. I worried you were distractedly bored, that you didn't have enough people or 

money to support you. I imagined you sitting all alone in your room, strumming pointless 

melodies on your guitar to distract yourself from a searing winter. And though this may 
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have been enjoyable for you, it was very painful in my imagination, the inactivity and the 

deadness of it.  

Before all that, we were friends at work. We had intelligent, witty conversations, 

and you were cute and smart, and I did not have to fake smiling around you. One day I 

was feeling very light, and when you asked me for my number I gave it to you. I knew 

you'd ask me out, and that I'd probably have to say yes, and strangely I was okay with 

that. I hadn't had a boyfriend in years, and the last guy I dated regaled me with stories 

about the rooms in his future house that his wife wouldn't be allowed in. So I was a bit 

excited.  

At first you only called at two or three AM, I assumed after drinking, from the 

incoherent messages I'd get in the morning. There was always lots of silence and laughter 

in the background. I was sorry I'd given you my number after that. It became awkward at 

work; the conversations felt forced and I didn't feel like dealing with it. To make matters 

worse, everyone there talked about how bad you smelled. After I saw your room I knew 

you lived like a homeless person, but before that, when I didn't know, I did not know 

what to think, and so I would not even stick up for you when people made fun of you. I 

would just turn my head or pretend not to hear. I already thought that people there had a 

reason to dislike me, and I did not want to make work any more uncomfortable than it 

had to be.   

Eventually, though, I said yes, I'd go out for coffee with you. It was something 

casual, and I figured you'd stop pestering me and making work awkward. I also thought 

you must be a pretty perceptive person from things you'd said to me, and also from the 

fact that you took an interest in me despite all my anxiety and awkwardness, which one 

else bothered to do this. I thought you were worth getting to know. I told myself I wasn't 

allowed to cancel.  

On a Thursday night I came to pick you up. I had worked that afternoon and I 

worked lunch the next day so I figured it'd be a nice break from the normal routine of 

going home, steaming vegetables, going for a walk and then writing and going to bed 

early. Things would go back to normal afterwards and I could just forget about it. I'd be 

busy with applications too, so this would be easy.   
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I didn't realize how close to me you lived. I never looked at the houses on your 

street as I drove by them on the way to work. They seemed old and dark and tucked 

away, some of their lawns overgrown.  

The first time down your street, I passed it, and I called you and was turning 

around; then looking at the numbers on the mailboxes I saw I missed it again. I pulled 

over and you called back, apologizing for having your phone on silent, which I 

remembering thinking instantaneously was something I would have done, have my phone 

on silent when someone needed to get in touch with me. You told me if I was coming 

from work it was right after the sign for deer crossing that one of your friends had drawn 

a penis on with a Sharpe. So I went back until I saw the yellow back of the sign, 

continued to the end of the road and turned around in the fire company's lot; and when I 

saw the long black stick of a penis between the deer's legs I smiled because I'd never 

noticed it before. I turned into your narrow, dark driveway, the car bouncing and scraping 

shit. When you hopped in you ejected one of my CDs and put in one you'd been holding.   

You had a look of relaxed concentration on your face, like you did a lot of the 

time while you were bussing, even when it was busy, which amused me. It looked like 

you were having a private, pleasant memory. Your looks had made an impression on me: 

you had a wobbly, uncertain smile for when you thought something was funny, and hard 

blank look for when someone offended you. There was also a focused, slightly relaxed 

look that seemed a little sexual to me, and that you got when you were listening to 

something that truly interested you. Your mouth would go a little slack. I liked this one. 

The private memory one was a bit tense. It looked like a pretense you'd put in place on 

purpose, to hide your true feelings.  

And I was a tad irked, because I had chosen Mirah for a reason; she had such an 

interesting, sad, and faraway voice, it didn't leave you, and I thought that if you didn't 

know her you might come to like her, the way I had, feeling like a child rocked to sleep 

by emptiness. It was on my favorite song, "La Famiglia," the one about sleeping with 

your friends as a way to hold onto them.   

"What's that?" 

"The CD?" you asked. You had changed to the hard blank look and I thought 

maybe I came off condescending. Sometimes I confused imaginary things, like age, with 
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material things, like a soul. Also I had a habit of paying no attention to my tone or 

language when I said something.    

"It's a band called Against Me! I can make you a copy if you want." 

"I think I've heard of them. I like their name." I didn't want the CD but I didn't 

want to say no. A feeling shot through me, one of anger, and a thought, that I hated you. 

I craned my head around so I could see what not to run into, casually asking what 

was all over your driveway. I could see four dejected looking cars from where I was and 

there seemed to be more hidden by a shed and some trees. On your front lawn was a 

settlement of parts. 

"Oh yeah," you said, and I'll never forget how you explained it, like it was a math 

problem. "Two of them are mine. One's broken. One's my dad, one's Fred's, one's my 

brother’s. One is my brother’s girlfriend’s, but really mine. She crashed it." 

I thought it was funny how detached you sounded. "Hey, where are we going?" 

"Turn left here. My dad won't let me drive because my grades are bad." 

I couldn't tell if it bothered you more not being able to drive or your father 

mandating this. By your tone I sensed that you loved your dad but thought everything he 

said was worthless. 

And I thought, excitedly, that the person next to me is not the same person I know 

from work. I hoped it was true of me, too.   

"It's on the right. Not too far." 

I was both cold and nervous, these things working together to me manic. My mind 

raced, repeating the same thought over and over again, I'm cold, I'm cold, I have to find a 

way to get warm, have to find a way to get warm. It was as if thinking and worrying 

about it would eventually distract me from feeling it. I held my hands in front of the vents 

and when they finally become hot I wanted to kiss them.   

"Can I smoke in your car?" 

"Sure." I added, "I don't care about my car." I liked to brag that I would back up 

until I heard a bang, and then put the car in drive.  

I had never seen this side of Street Road because I never came down this way. 

The restaurant was the other way. On this side everything was closer together, and less 
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nice, with less grass. But it was brighter, and when I imagined every light as a person, it 

felt like a warm, full place.   

"You were supposed to pull in there," you said, exhaling smoke. I looked back 

and saw a sign lit up with an eagle on it. I felt happy, that the night was already going 

better than expected. You seemed as carefree or careless as I was, and I wished for a way 

to communicate this, so I said, excitedly, 

"I would have done the same thing." I waited at a red light to make a left.  "I 

would have told the person too late." I realized I wanted some of your cigarette. 

"Cool."  

You seemed slightly nervous, and I couldn't tell if I was causing it. At work you 

were like me, generally nervous and awkward, saying dumb things and walking away 

before you could correct yourself, going the wrong direction through the kitchen or 

standing around like an ass because your mind went black. The more I thought about it, 

the more I thought you seemed more relaxed than you did at the restaurant. You didn't 

have managers and people you didn't like watching your every move. Instead you could 

just be whomever you wanted. I wondered if you could tell I liked you. I hoped you 

could.  

When we got there I rushed for the door, and you stayed outside to finish your 

cigarette. I waited for you in silence. Your body was long and lean like the cigarette; you 

wore black faded jeans, a t-shirt, and an oversized flannel sweatshirt with a hood. You 

shivered without seeming cold; I was cold to the core, a cold that made you not want to 

move. And you smoked like there was nothing on earth you cared about; you smoked like 

every moment individually was shit and all the moments put together were shit but that 

they'd all pass and this was a beautiful thing. Your dark hair came down across your 

forehead, touching your glasses. The more I looked at you, the more I believed I could 

love you. 

After you put out your cigarette out you held the door for me, and you struggled 

because it was heavy, grunting loudly to make light of it. Something I'd have done, I 

thought again. At that moment exactly, I stopped thinking of us as strangers. We were old 

friends; we had known each other for a long time, somewhere else, and were just now 

getting together for a little reunion.   
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A lady with a creamy blonde braid came up to the hostess stand and just stood 

there. Immediately I noticed the stains on her apron, and I felt a strong empathy towards 

her, almost a bond.  

"Hi Sandy, how are you?" 

"Fine." 

"Smoking please," you added, hands in your pockets, rocking lightly on the balls 

of your feet. 

"It's all filled up," said Sandy. That's funny, I thought. The restaurant looked 

empty from where I was standing. 

"I can let you know if one opens up." 

"That's fine," you said. I could tell you were disappointed and for some reason I 

took this on myself, like it was my fault we couldn't get that section, because I was the 

purpose for the visit, or something like that. And then I became resentful of you for 

making me feel stupid, and defensive against your anxiety.  

The place smelled like an old person, or their house; like paper and over-boiled 

greens. The wallpaper was the color of a soup, and there was a border running across it. 

Fake vines with big plastic flowers clung to a vacant metal salad bar that looked like it 

might take off into space. We followed the lady past the spaceship to a booth. She left 

and came right back with a pad.   

"I'll just have some coffee," you said amiably, as if seeing her for the first time. 

There was something performative in your voice, I realized. I had no idea who you were 

or what you were thinking.  

"Just decaf," I said self-consciously. 

"That all?" 

I looked at you.  

"Uh, and fries." You picked up the menu and put it down.  

She scribbled something down and you thanked her back as she walked away. 

"I don't drink caffeine. Well, I drink it at work, but not otherwise. I'm overly 

sensitive to it. "  

"Oh yeah?" 
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You could be mocking me, I thought. I was grateful when Sandy came back with 

the coffee and a carafe of decaf. I felt stupid having so much decaf to myself and for 

being abnormal. You leaned back, taking quick sips of your coffee.  

"Sorry we're in non smoking." 

"Yeah. It's okay." You sounded disappointed again, and I wondered why I always 

had to bring shit up. I dribbled some half and half into the cup, shook in three Splendas, 

then stirred and tasted it.    

"How is it?" 

"Good." It was horrible, but I didn't mind. I was wondering about you. Worrying. 

In my mind the nagging question of your age was like a big metal door ready to shut. 

And I was like the salad bar, pretty with pretend flowers, emptied of anything useful 

inside. So why waste my energy, I thought.  

Sometimes when I was out in public with someone, I liked to pretend I was an 

actress playing a role, and everything would seem more meaningful, like it were part of 

some script and put there on purpose and it was my job to uphold this unity, this truth. 

Secretly I hoped the audience would forgive me for playing myself without the 

specificity she required; but then, that was the fate of an amateur, begging the audience 

for forgiveness. I would just have to try harder; I could only get to her from the outside, 

anyway. And I knew that it was not us who were real but our roles, and that without 

them, we were nothing.   

"Do you like working at Alexander's?" you asked.  

"Uh, it's okay. I make a good amount of money." I felt bad for saying this; you 

probably made shit. "You?" 

"Fucking hate it. I have to have a job or my dad won't pay for me to go to school." 

"Oh," I said, pretending I thought this was normal. 

I took a sip. Already I'd forgotten it was bone skinningly cold outside. Winter had 

created little pockets of itself inside me, and I brought it with me wherever I went. It was 

easier to forget something that was already you. It made me attracted to silence. 

Mornings were my favorite, a silence so heavy it became full, clanging around in my 

head like pans, while I ate my daily apple with peanut butter. In the winter every second 

was like morning, like waking up after being deeply unaware. There was a sense of 



  61 

things shutting down, of everything around me taking a final deep breath before going to 

sleep for a long time. And I had to trudge through all the emptiness and make sense out 

of it. I was like a pioneer. When I caught my reflection in windows or a mirror it always 

seemed purposefully at a distance, like I was up against something great. Also, it always 

surprised me a little to see my body as one whole, unified thing.  

Still, I knew that nothing mattered, and that was the only thing that mattered. But 

maybe it was all these paradoxes in my head giving me so much anxiety. I felt I could 

love anyone who understood this; this merging of nothing and something and how empty 

and full of life it all was.  

You saw some of your friends and waved and they came over. It was Fred, 

another busser, who had large, red hands, and a boy in a black trench coat, who had a 

skinny face and bad teeth, like yours. I wondered if it was because of drugs but I didn't 

want to think that, so I stopped.  

The trench coat boy started talking, and you responded in your low, 

contemptuous, playful voice, which relieved me. I felt warmth between us, even though 

we barely talked, and I could tell you felt it, too.  

"We walked here," trench coat boy said. This it made sense; they seemed to drag 

the cold in with them.  

"Why?" I asked.  

He turned to me. "My car is in Colorado." 

"Oh. Why?" I looked at you and you gave me a mischievous smile. 

"My landlord borrowed it to take his girlfriend to Vegas. They were supposed to 

be back," he looked at his hand, not his wrist but his hand. "Uh, last Thursday." 

"They drove all the way to Vegas?" 

He shrugged. "That's just what he told me. He says he's coming back." He smiled 

at you like he hoped it wasn't true. I felt at home around him, even though I could see on 

the surface that we had little in common. He looked like life for him was a strange, 

complex game.  

Something funny: in my memory he is colorless, black and white except for his 

hands which are blue and looked sketched in colored pencil. They spill out as if from a 

canister, and sit unaware on his wrists, never once rising to take a swipe at his long hair. I 
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think that they exist only in the transition of memory; at the time they were meaningless, 

absent, and now they no longer exist; but between those two points the hands seemed like 

a very important metaphor, like a message that was being conveyed to me from 

somewhere distant.  

And they were the most beautiful hands, not because they were hands, or because 

they were attractive, either. I really have no way of describing it. Any description feels 

too fictional or surreal. All I can say is that they looked like they had been to the end of a 

journey and back and were now anticipating a new life. They seemed to coach the boy in 

a mute music that could not be heard except with the eyes.  

While he talked I watched him; again it was like I was seeing nothing. Cold clung 

to him like a fine layer of dust, and he seemed almost translucent, like he was being 

dragged away into the cold, the weather making him hard to see. He had a cold that was 

independent of the weather outside; it belonged to someone so hurt on the inside that the 

outside world was merely an added layer, like a raggedy piece of clothing. He had a blue 

bone cold that rattled along the edge of the table, whispering things to me and telling me 

to step inside it. It joined his lips and teeth and made a wet sleep in them. And he was like 

a baby, unaware that he existed in more than parts, and that the parts were connected.  

In my mind I paint a rosy ash to his lips and cheeks, above the gray. His trench 

coat reminded me of a fish, or the leather handle of a tool, arranging his body into a 

foreign shape. I thought of all the shapes I tried to fit my body into.  

He was talking about the circus. 

"You should!" I interrupted candidly, after he said he was thinking about joining 

it. "That'd be awesome." 

You asked him what type of animal he wanted to work with and he said lions. 

Fred's smile was wiggly; to an onlooker it might have seemed like we were making fun 

of him, but we weren't. We knew that he didn't exist, and so we were doing him any 

kindness we could. And he was doing us the kindness of being with us even though he 

didn't have to be.  

The next few words that made it up from the trench coat boy's lips were like a 

stack of papers dropped from a plane, each sheet peeling off and diving through the air. 

The boy was the opposite of his words, which moved through space without beginning or 
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ending. The boy very much belonged to space. He was stuck nowhere. He was like an 

opening act followed by a curtain. He wore a gray sweatshirt beneath the black trench 

coat and I wondered if he actually was cold. 

You were being polite and continued making them feel welcome, but I could see 

Fred getting uncomfortable. And then it hit me that he was uncomfortable because this 

was a date, and then I felt uncomfortable, like I no longer knew who I was or who you 

were. I suddenly became very anxious for their leaving and felt that we too had bonded, 

and that when they left something irrevocable would be taken from me.  

"My name's Cora. It was nice meeting you." 

I stuck out my hand and they each shook, mumbling their names. I forget the 

trench coat boy's name, but it didn't matter. I'd see Fred tomorrow. I could tell they were 

embarrassed that I seemed so happy to have met them. I myself did not know why I felt 

this way, and this pleased me even more. 

When they left there was nothing to talk about, so I did what I always do to find 

out if someone was actually worth talking about, and this was drag the conversation to art 

and writing. You could find out all you ever wanted about a person: if they were mean, if 

they were secular, if they were rooted to sadness, all the things that were interesting and 

that I would otherwise not know, especially not from working with them. I thought that if 

you could believe in nothing but the imagination then we could be friends. If not we 

probably wouldn't. So I talked about this stuff purposefully to see if you got that look in 

your eyes of tenderness that a baby gives to whatever imaginary thing it's replaced its 

mother with. Plus this was the only stuff on which I had a remotely clear opinion that I 

felt was worth expressing.  

"So what's new with you?" 

"Not too much. Just been writing a lot." 

"What do you write?" 

"Short stories." I thought I'd told him this.  

"That's cool. I'd love to read one." 

"Thanks, but I'm not done yet, and I'm waiting to show people until I send them 

out. Then I won't be tempted to change things based on what other people say." 

"Where are you sending them?" 
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"Grad schools."  

"Oh, that's cool. So you want to go for writing?" 

"Yep. I'm applying to twenty, so, we'll see." 

You look at me. "That's a lot of fucking schools."  

"Yeah, and it was fucking expensive." I take a sip of my coffee.  

"When do you hear if you get in?" 

"Probably like March. It could be earlier or later." I was regurgitating what I'd 

read on some website.  

"Yeah, I like to take pictures," you said, and you got the look. I listened intently. 

"I haven't in a while. Camera's broke." 

Surprise, I thought. "That's awesome, about the pictures, not about your camera." 

I felt excited now that I knew we had art in common. "What sort of pictures do you 

take?" I had never been on the other end of this question before, and now I realized why I 

hated people asking me it so much.  

"Mostly just of my friends." 

"Do you take a class or something?" 

Here was where you hesitated. And I knew it would have to come out. I had 

purposefully asked it. 

"I'm still in high school. I never graduated, technically." 

I decided to be brave and come out with it. "How old are you?" 

You smiled unevenly and took a sip of coffee, keeping your eyes on me. 

"Seventeen." 

"Oh," I said. I leaned over and plucked up one of your fries, which I'd been 

ignoring until now. It tasted bad like I hoped it would: a loose bundle of potato particles, 

processed potato glue, gummy like cartilage.  

Life made me laugh. I knew I didn't have to try; that I'd though trying was going 

to get me somewhere was a lie. And it felt good to be right.  

Then, from my newfound perch of wisdom, being a vast five years older than you, 

I said, "You seem like a smart kid. What happened?" As soon as I said it I mentally 

cringed at the word kid.   
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"I'm not an idiot," you said, taking it like I thought you would. You took a smooth, quiet 

sip of coffee, very Brando-like, a mood rather than a movement. I noticed how attractive 

you were; everything about you was subtle and understated, even your voice. Though you 

did not fade into the background like your friend; you were very present. This made you 

easy to be around.  

And I felt my nervousness like a wall you might cling to and try to climb up, and I 

could push you down whenever I wanted it. Love was like that crazy woman from a book 

I read who put a rock on the train track so the train would smash it. It sometimes 

obliterated, and ultimately derailed you. 

Since I had offended you, I waited for you to speak. 

"I couldn't graduate because I couldn't pay to use the darkroom." 

"Oh," I said. I didn't want to come off as worrying because I knew this would be 

condescending, even though when you said that I felt fear drop into my heart like a lead 

weight. I tried to be as cool as you were about the cars.  

"Ms. Manning, my teacher, said, when she looked at my final project, 'I can't 

believe I'm going to have to fail you.' " 

It bothered me that you seemed on intimate terms with your teacher. This seemed 

like a very childish thing me. And I thought that you would be a good kisser, judging 

from your lips; also, I could tell by how gentle and almost religious you were with your 

words. You could always tell how a man would be with a woman when you looked at 

how he was with other imaginary things. 

"But you liked the class?" I was feeling more and more like your mentor, or your 

mother. I had to know you were going to be okay, that you were going to succeed so you 

wouldn't starve to death or do something else stupid and die. Though I asked not for you 

but for me, to rid myself of the anxiety. It was why I did anything. I felt like every time I 

let you or the conversation get away from this point, not only would you die, but it'd be 

me who was killing you.  

"It was alright. We went to this old prison. The Eastern State Penitentiary. Have 

you heard of it?"  

"No." I wanted to add for the sake of generality that as I rule I tended to never 

hear of whatever things people mentioned to me that were even mildly obscure.  
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"Oh. It was pretty cool." And you got excited. "There's this one picture I took, a 

close up of this really old hallway. I developed it in black and white. Actually, I think I 

have some extras. I could give you one, if you wanted." 

"Sure!" I was elated. I felt like you'd just won an award and thanked me. "So you 

still take pictures?" I prodded.  

You gave me that hard, blank look. "My camera's broke. I want to get a new one. 

I don't know, maybe I will." You took a quick sip of coffee. "Maybe I'll buy one used." 

And again there was that performative quality to your voice, like money was a 

made up term. A few weeks ago I had taken you and Fred to a concert in the city. You 

were both drinking, and I let myself have a few sips of whatever you'd mixed in the 

backseat of my car. The concert was in someone's basement and the stage, or whatever it 

was, was the empty back of a wooden staircase. But I sang and danced and had fun, even 

though there didn't seem to be any heat on in the house and I was freezing. On the way 

home you tried to pay me for gas. I didn't let you, so you threw the bills all over the floor 

of my car, and I left them there for a days.  

Maybe I'll buy him a new one, I thought. What came out next was the result of the 

internal, blinking eye that leads me to impulses.  

"Well, I hope you get back into classes. I think you'd like it." 

It was just that any time I saw a smart person unable to attend school it depressed 

me. Not smart like you'd ace tests, but smart like you got it, the unnamable thing, or 

things. Not God exactly, I didn't care what you called it. I could just tell by your 

easygoing hatred for the important, mixed with an agonizing worry over the worthless. 

You seemed to understand how in each thing was a beautiful, yet horrific part; that 

everything and nothing were on the same level of expression. A leaf is unending and 

gorgeous because it exceeds human thought; being next to it ruins us. Existing at all when 

a leaf exists kills us. The leaf runs us over. All we can do is continue to start over in the 

most unoriginal ways, knowing that the world grants us nothing and that we'd be more 

and better without it. Knowing we are edged out of life each day by the dandelion. And 

so, torn between a crisp hatred of ourselves and the universe, we blend the two until we 

cannot decide whether we want to flee or stay because they have become the same.   
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And I knew we were all linked, without being able to speak or understand it. All 

of us together, woven like a giant basket under a sun of death.  

"It's probably a good idea to finish high school. If you can. I mean, I wish you had 

a camera. I'd really love to see your pictures. 

"I can show you some." 

I could tell you were depressed about it and I was just making it worse. Then we 

both got up to use the bathroom. In the mirror I looked at myself, thinking, oh, there she 

is. On the way back, I walked by the huge mirror that lined the dining room and looked at 

myself again, only it wasn't me.  She either started before me or began after me. Skinny 

and small with big eyes, eyes that stretched farther away and inside than anything I had 

ever known. They didn't seem to belong to me at all. I felt jolted as I led my body around 

the curve toward our booth.  

You told me about your good friend who overdosed on heroin last year and died. 

"Sorry to hear." I felt bad but did not empathize. We didn't need more any more 

heroin addicts in the world getting the good clean citizens addicted, like ourselves. Plus, I 

felt like people such as you and I needed a larger repertoire of living friends. There were 

too many dead ones around us anyway offering their feedback. The more I thought about 

it, the angrier I got at the friend. 

You didn't want to talk about him, though, and I reminded myself that this was 

why I allowed myself to like you. I could tell you didn't do drugs. I knew it when I heard 

you speak; there was an edge to your voice, a clip in and around the words that separated 

them from you, and made them their own, whereas a drug user's words were part of the 

drug. They never bothered to fake it with words. Even though your teeth were messed up, 

like your friend's, probably because of drugs, your probably, sadly, just couldn't afford 

the dentist. I didn't think there was any way you were doing anything worse than 

mushrooms, and I'd be surprised if you had more than tried coke.  

Addiction was funny; it perpetuated the myth that life belonged to you. It made it 

bigger and bigger until it broke and spilled all over and you finally got to see what all was 

inside you.   

I was ready to leave. I felt so small in comparison to you, like my wings were 

puny when compared to the huge, ferocious ones you used to beat down death. You had a 
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big life attached to you that reached out to many things; you had stories and a lot more to 

show for your existence. I had nothing but a sense of survival, and blind luck. I lived 

from the middle of a dirt tunnel, listening to the wind play notes on grass.  

As I drove you home, I thought about the differences between girls and boys; it 

seemed like a theme of the night. Girls tended to exert control over their lives turning out 

badly, so I never felt bad when they got spit back out by the universe in the multiple ways 

they did. Boys, being the swaying, colt-like things they were, turned grayer and colder 

with the changing seasons; if you didn't catch them early enough they would fade into 

dead leaves. Boys found fascination in things growing smaller, lighter, and more fragile. 

This was how they grew. Whereas women grew inward and heavier; you could feel them 

lumping over you like bad weather. Boys were like music, existing only in transmission, 

translation, transference. I noticed this in your friend, how his features begged to be let 

out of their outline, his ragged smile groping for a pole to cling to. I saw the sea washing 

through the green reeds of his eyebrows, pieces of skin all waving together in a breeze. 

And to say that you weren't happy or didn't deserve to be would be absurd.  

I pulled in your driveway, and you invited me in. 

"Just for a little," I said. "I have to open tomorrow." 

"What time do you have to be there?" 

"Not until eleven, but I wake up early." I didn't want to admit the real reason I 

woke up early, which was to run. 

The driveway crunched, my face as clean as a sheet of paper. I was scared to go 

inside your house, but I was not expecting what I saw. We went through a side door and 

were in your room. It was dark and very cold; there might as well have been grass under 

my feet. I saw a door up a small staircase that I thought might lead to the rest of the 

house, but there were boxes in front of it. It looked like the door was purposely blocked, 

or else hadn't been used in a while. I sat on a plaid, scratchy couch and made no effort to 

hide the fact that I was freezing.  

"Do you me to make a fire?" 

"That's okay." I didn't want you to think I was staying.   

I looked around, and I saw an open can of beans and a charred tin pot on top of 

what looked like a hot plate. And a small fireplace with books in it, with an upside down 
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American flag hanging on the brick wall over it, which you explained, very eloquently, I 

thought, by saying that you weren't completely happy with the way things were here. You 

said most of the books were unread and that you mostly liked to play video games and 

listen to and play music. 

"Here," you said, handing me one CD, then another. There was that one in my car 

from earlier, and you told me to keep it.  

"Thanks." 

"Do you want to watch a movie?"  

You moved closer to me on the couch and I felt terrible because I could smell 

you. I did not want to be repulsed by you and yet I was. There was nothing I could do 

about it. I could hold my breath but that wouldn't mean the smell didn't exist.  

I did not want to be there anymore; I wanted to be in my gray robe with my decaf 

coffee and my mellow lighting and my adjustable heat and my yellow legal pad. I wanted 

to hear the dog bark when I opened the door and see the big moon over our house and 

know my parents were up in the dark sleeping. I wanted to go to bed, feeling small inside 

a cavernous world. That was what I wanted. 

I hiked up my black woven purse, which had been hogging my shoulder all night 

like some sort of nesting animal, and stood and said "I have to go." I spoke in that flat 

voice I have when I'm wrestling it from something. 

And I drove home after giving you an awkward hug, thanking Jesus that you 

didn't try to kiss me. I drove down the curvy roads and back into my own neighborhood, 

with its new trees and huge sky, and the bug-like stars that crawl down to meet you. 

Now I rarely think about you, at least not when I'm not writing. I feel kind of bad; 

I probably could have given you more of a chance. In retrospect, I was in one of the worst 

places of my life, and though it would get worse, there was something true about it all, 

something pure. I felt close to something I didn't know, close to something I thought 

could be me, since nothing yet was. I felt close but I did not know to what, and this was 

exciting. 

The only thing I would change, looking back on it, is that I would have let you 

kiss me; everything else would have probably turned out the same anyway. I'd still be in 

school and you'd be wherever you are. I would no longer have to pretend that we were so 
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separate. Even in my mind, the memory of us kissing lurks there, like it did happen. I can 

feel his skinny arms around me, our mouths like two wet animals, a softness enfolding 

me. The smell of him goes away, replaced by a more general stink, one that came from 

beneath the skin, and more specifically, mine.  
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Origins 

 

 

I love cloudy days and being on the train, listening to the hum as it erases 

everything behind me. I imagine a blue flame traveling through all parts of me, burning 

whatever is old and unused and scattering the ashes into fields. A few rise to touch the 

window, like snowflakes.    

I really didn't want to go to her house, but I didn't think I had a choice. I couldn't 

just ignore everyone. Besides, it was good to see everyone, and nice not having to catch a 

subway home. Everyone seems to have moved on in some way: Whit came out of the 

closet, Dillard finally graduated, Hershel, well Hershel never really changes, he's still got 

a great job and a great attitude; Sarnaa's about to get engaged, Mark is enjoying being a 

newlywed, and Billy travels to South America for work. And I'm in grad school at NYU. 

Gretchen is the only one who hasn't moved on. In fact I think she's regressed.   

A feather of memory strokes my consciousness: boys' bodies unfolding, our 

boundaries like whiskers against a foam sky. Shadows crisp beneath a blonde sun, and we 

run and play in the death of day. Jumping, outlined by nothing, we were loneliness, 

begun and ended in sky.  

I could never recreate the singleness of being a boy. Recently I saw two kids in a 

grocery store playing with their cart while their mother waited in line at the deli. When 

my brother and I were little, we used to play this game from our car while my mother was 

in the store. We watched the other women emerge from the store and pretended each was 

our mom: "That's mommy!" we'd shout from inside our glass and metal bubble. When 

she passed, getting into her own car, we cried out and pretended to feel abandoned--

"Mommy, where you are going? Mommy's leaving us!" Then when our real mom came, 

we'd yell, "That's not mommy!" as she got closer and closer, squealing with mock fear. I 

don't remember the origin of this game, when we first played it, or when we stopped. I 

just remember my brother's and my mischievousness, how it seemed almost illegal, what 

we were doing, and also the way the other mothers' eyes pointed down and away. 
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Children relate to time differently than adults, I think. It wraps around them like a 

blanket, keeping everything close and meaningful and true. When you're older time 

stretches away and the world grow rigid, small and cold. The pain stays though; it is the 

only real thing. It sears through you and then makes room for more of itself, forming a 

song that encircles us. Each of us has our own pain that defines us. When you're young, I 

think it is the imagination that defines you.  

On the train everyone is silent, alone with private thoughts. I know in the same 

way they've danced across my mind, I've done the same for them, and it makes me happy 

to know that I've existed outside of myself in this way. The sky outside is a gray mural, a 

picture unfolding in blank.  

I wouldn't mind if it got more crowded; perhaps a beautiful woman will sit next to 

me and we'll have a great conversation. That's all I want, a conversation. There doesn't 

have to be anything else to it at all.   

It was two months ago when everyone came up to New York for our second New 

Years together, and before that August when I saw most of the guys for the blue and 

white game. Our first New Years together, the one after we graduated, was the most fun; 

we had that VIP room at Pressure with our own liquor and couches. It wasn't too 

crowded, and we danced all night, everyone kissing each other on the cheek at midnight. 

On the way home Gretchen by accident hailed a limo, and she climbed over everyone to 

sit next to me, pulling my arm around her.  

Gretchen is losing weight again, even though she's always been thin. Her jeans 

sagged unattractively around her legs last night, her arms streams of blue veins. Every 

time someone asked about her applications she acted like they were a crazy person who 

was slowly killing her, but whom she loved anyway, perhaps for that reason. She seems 

to get a kick out of saying sadistic things. She's waitressing now and joked that she loses 

more faith in humanity every day.  

I don't think I've ever been so shocked to see a person smoking. Gretchen was 

probably the healthiest person I knew in college. She went to the gym every day, even in 

a blizzard, and she never got pizza with us at Canyon. She just sat out there in the cold, 

smiling while we drunkenly dunked our crusts in ranch dressing. Last night I saw her 

pick up a butt out of a dead plant and smoke it. She used to have this radiance you could 
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feel, and now I think she knows she's losing it. You get this sense of desperation around 

her.   

I met Gretchen the first day of college, because we were in the same orientation 

group. Alan, the guy who became her boyfriend, was also in it. He was her type: young-

looking, small nose, big eyes, a cute, buttony smile. I used to lie in bed cursing my genes 

because I knew she could never love anyone who looked like me. People tell me I look 

mature, or masculine, and since then I've learned to accept my features: the bump on my 

nose, my close set eyes, my slightly receding hairline. I get very pale in winter; looking at 

my reflection in the window I can't tell if that's my color or just the clouds, translating 

their mute language under my skin.  

Girls like her hide themselves in another a person, almost as if one were the 

mother and the other still in a womb. She rocks in the sea of the other's personality, as if 

rocked by a mother. Really it's just the emotional ups and downs of connection and 

disconnection. 

Once I walked into Gretchen's dorm room during freshman year, her door was 

open, and she was in there having a conversation with herself. I heard something like, 

"Well, you should just…" and no one else was in the room. When she saw me she just 

stopped, and neither of us said anything. I've thought about it a lot, though, not just 

because it's her, but it's very interesting. I think she's had to create different versions of 

herself in order to make up for what she felt she could never be, to fill up some perceived 

lack in herself. It's the same thing you'd do with friends, except Gretchen didn't feel 

comfortable enough to trust her friends.   

Gretchen's the type of her person that if you were to tell her any of this, even if 

you said it was about her, she'd just nod and agree and say it was interesting. And she'd 

be telling the truth. She doesn't get herself when it's thrown back at her; she only has one 

way of seeing herself, and that's subjectively. Which means she has about ten thousand 

ways of seeing herself that fit into every diverse mood and emotion she has. I guarantee, 

you could tell the girl that she was dying, and if she didn't want to believe it she would 

have no problem doing so. 

Still, she always manages to make you feel full and good, and that the world is a 

rich, mysterious and endlessly fascinating place. Either the world or her, and sometimes 
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you don't distinguish. I notice the look she gives some guys, the ones she finds attractive 

but doesn't want to date (I include myself in this list), and it's like some part of her needs 

them to need her, so she will create a hole in them that she can specifically fill. She will 

hone in on whatever is lacking in their personality and give it back to them in the form of 

herself, making it feel like the other person was doing it all along. She does this right in 

front of you and most of the time you never notice. I don't know how she can learn so 

much about a person upon just meeting them, but she does. She knows how to get people 

to want her around. I think it's a survival mechanism.  

Gretchen doesn't seem to care about her health anymore, judging by the smoking 

and how tired she looks. Though I don't think it was ever about health; it was about 

looking good. Now she's giving up the looking good part (she's already been there and 

knows what it feels like) and has opted for feeling good. Not the healthy way, either; she 

needs to get her ego nourished, to know it is wanted in the world, not wanted but desired, 

needed. Without these things she is certain she does not matter. She used to be so well 

rounded; she seemed to absorb what was great in life, and help others do the same. 

But I have learned it is the nature of people like her to feed off others' energy and 

use it for themselves. She is like a parasite. That must have been while she felt so good at 

Penn State; she had thousands of people whose goodness she could leech onto. In some 

of my classes we have to read case studies, and I've come across a couple patients who 

remind me of her. Their prognoses are never good because they can't admit there is 

anything wrong, and if they do they can't stick to any one solution for fixing it before 

falling back into old patterns.  

You have to admit it; even in college there was something off about her. It was 

subtle, you'd only notice if you were good friends with her, and it would happen late at 

night, we'd all be sitting around, and some part of her would shut down. She'd go away 

inside herself to a place no one else was allowed. I used to think she was just tired but it 

was different from that; she wasn't connected to anything anymore. This also happened if 

she was upset; she went away from herself, like her body was nest she could fly away 

from and back to at will.  

At first this made me more interested in her. It seemed like some part of her was 

untouched and pure, and I wanted to be the person who got to know it, who got the prize. 
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Now I know she used this to make herself seem more elusive. She could manipulate us 

into feeling special by alternatively letting us in and barricading us from different aspects 

of her self. But the different aspects were just that; like the colors you get if you turn a 

prism, but never would she let you see the whole, or when there was no trick of light to 

make her seem intense and beautiful.   

The first thing they told me in grad school was to never diagnose my self, my 

friends, or my family, unless I want to ruin relationships and suffer unnecessary 

emotional pain. But I've never seen it like this. I've had seasonal depression ever since my 

senior year in high school, and it got worse in college. I'd notice that every winter my 

thoughts would build to a static, loud and blunting all edges, and I'd get nightmares. 

People would tell me I sounded bitter. Now I know I respond well to light therapy. 

Gretchen, at some point in knowing her, has given me reason to believe she has any of 

the following: narcissistic personality, borderline personality, OCD, generalized anxiety 

disorder, depression, bipolar disorder, and hysteria disorder.   

I truly believe in first impressions. I think it's all there, everything a person will 

ever come to mean for you, in that first glimpse. I remember seeing Gretchen as 

something beautiful and dangerous; I could sense her life like a road she drove down 

blindly and alone. But the glow of her headlights was attractive, and so were her intense 

speed, and all the noise she made as she crashed, the flames rising up.  

It was raining the first night of college. Some of the guys on my floor were 

skipping the orientation thing, but I thought I couldn't afford to, since the only friend I 

had so far was Sarnaa, my roommate, who I've known my entire life.  Sarnaa and I split 

up to find our respective groups, and I noticed that in my group right away everyone 

formed cliques, just like in high school. And I thought if college was just going to be an 

extension of high school, I might as well spend the whole four years with my headphones 

in and the volume turned up loud. I had been popular in high school, which meant in my 

small town that you got to hang out with the same people and do the same things every 

night. Toward the end it started to feel more like a prison. I couldn't wait to go 

somewhere where I couldn't predict every fight a certain couple would get in, and every 

joke a certain person would make, and just about how every night would turn out.  
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Gretchen immediately buddied up with the other loud, intimidating pretty girls. I 

thought she seemed different from the girls in my high school with whom I had hung out. 

I could not generalize her, could find no category to contain her in. She seemed raw, 

different than the girls I'd known, less nice and less artificial. I liked this. 

Alan strayed from the cliques too, so we walked together, toward the back of the 

group. Though Alan and I never talked, just exchanged bored looks and smirks, I felt a 

bond between us. There was something freeing in knowing that there wasn't one thing, 

one set of people, and one group of characteristics that defined me. It reminded me of 

being on a sports team, knowing that there was some ambiguous wall of strength behind 

you, supporting you, and with which you could reach greater goals than you could alone. 

The whole university was my team, and I was a small part; small in a way that begged to 

be overcome, that promised its own redemption.  

A skinny sophomore led us around campus, hauling a huge backpack while 

pointing out various monuments and delivering Penn State related trivia. Gretchen was 

wearing jeans and a tank top with a hoodie that she kept up the whole time. In one picture 

I have, the one with everyone forming the Penn State letters in front of the museum, she 

is smiling strangely; it looks like she's been there before, that all of college was like a 

long, sad memory she'd had a long time ago. It was Alan who got a hold of the pictures 

and made copies for some of us. They'd been used on some pasteboard and he became 

friends with our guide and asked her for them.  

I don't think I talked at all during orientation. So much for making friends. Still, I 

had Sarnaa to come back to. We had planned to be roommates in college since we were 

thirteen. Gretchen, I didn't know at the time, lived three floors down from us. Later she 

told me that from her room she could make out our voices in the stairwell, especially 

mine, which she said was "booming."  

I think it was either the first or second night of college, and Gretchen was with 

Alice, watching Seven Years in Tibet in Whit and Dillard's room. Apparently Dillard had 

run into Gretchen earlier in front of her room and invited her up. Everyone left his door 

open then; a closed door would later mean either sex or studying. For most of us it was 

studying. We were in the honors college.  
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Sarnaa and I, after having taken a few shots of bourbon, walked in during the part 

where Brad Pitt was taking off his shirt, and Alice, who had apparently been drinking, 

screamed at us to shut up because we were ruining the scene she was going to masturbate 

to later.  

This pretty much broke the ice, and we ended up all going down the hall to our 

room for more booze. I think Gretchen and Whit finished the movie the next day. The 

night was a blur, and after we took more shots, someone suggested we play a game, so 

we all went down to the basement so we could be as loud as we wanted. Billy, who lived 

next door to us, asked us what we were doing, and we told him to come along. I 

remember feeling giddy walking through our dorm, drunk as fuck but pretending I wasn't. 

Everything that was normally so stoic and solemn, like the marble floor and the bulletin 

boards and the two tables by the doors, seemed wiggly and free, like there should have 

pinwheels and streamers coming from it.  

There was a kitchenette downstairs and all the cabinets locked from the outside, 

which made us laugh, and then we got the idea to lock someone inside and see how long 

they could stand it. We decided to time each person in there, and the winner would get 

something, I think a bottle of nice vodka. Billy named it the Cabinet Challenge. Gretchen 

had the shortest time; she wouldn't even let us lock it because she said she was too 

scared. Sarnaa called Herschel, who was in his orientation group, and when he came 

down he got right in. He stayed in there for a whole hour. At the time we didn't know him 

very well, and some of us joked about leaving him down there, but of course we didn't. 

We finally let him out when we were bored with the game, and he seemed just as happy 

and full of energy as he'd been an hour ago.  

Gretchen and Alice started coming to our soccer games. It excited us to have 

female spectators. One day it was raining and I was surprised and flattered that they still 

came, holding umbrellas and wearing boots. Near the end of the game, Herschel, who 

liked to play rough, even slide tackling, got into a fight with a guy on the other team. 

They were right near the sideline, and Gretchen stood up and got in between them; before 

we could stop her the guy from the other team elbowed her right in the face. When he 

saw what he did he felt bad and apologized and then of course Herschel got really mad, 

and Dillard and Whit started saying shit to him like why would he hit a girl. He kept 
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saying he didn't do it on purpose, and I kind of felt bad for him, because Herschel did 

play like an ass and I knew he hadn't hit Gretchen on purpose. Eventually his teammates 

pulled him away and we had to call the game.  Later we were drinking whiskey and 

Seven up in my room and Gretchen got drunk and told us all she did it on purpose, 

because she'd rather herself get hit than anyone else. At the time I was shocked; I still 

don't know whether I think she was lying or telling the truth or exaggerating or what. It 

was the first time I noticed the mystery that she tried to persevere around herself.  

Gretchen, Whit and I had honors film together. We always ate lunch together in 

Simmons on Thursday after class. Alan was in the class too. He lived in the dorm across 

from us and had made his own friends, but he and I were still friendly, so he sat with us.  

During the lecture part of class we watched movies. It was in that huge room with 

eight hundred seats in it, the biggest classroom in Penn State. I liked the movies we 

watched, but Gretchen didn't and she spent most of the time doing the crossword puzzle. 

One day Alan came in and sat next to her; I didn't know if they'd met up over the 

weekend or what, but they seemed friendlier than they were the last class. She helped him 

with the crossword.  

She was still with Troy at that time. One weekend he came up, and we all played 

some drinking game in Billy's room. I remember the game having the word death in the 

title, and Troy kept making everyone take a shot because we couldn't remember the rules. 

That was by far one the drunkest night of college. Whit actually slept in the bathroom 

with his head against the toilet. The next day on our way to brunch we saw that a table in 

the lobby was missing. Later that day Billy got a call saying that they had him on tape 

diving onto the table and breaking it. He had to pay a hundred and eighty bucks for the 

table, plus take delinquency classes for four months.   

I'll always remember the day in the commons when I knew she had fallen in love 

with Alan, that it probably wasn't just friendship and the crossword, and that he probably 

felt it, too. Gretchen wasn't one to take risks with her emotions. I saw her getting a salad 

from the salad bar; she always got the hugest salads, so big she'd spill vegetables on the 

floor on her way back to the table. And I saw Alan casually walk up to her and she just 

stood there holding her big mess of greens, and the look on her face transformed from 

one of her typical, vague despair to one of true obliteration and utter relinquishment of 
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the self, as if she were possessed by some greater force. Her smile did not seem produced 

by anything on Earth.  

After that, whenever she knew he was around, she would become loud and almost 

obnoxious. She broke up with Troy like we all knew she would, but she did it when he 

was up visiting, to our surprise. Whit found him sitting in the lobby and took him upstairs 

for a few shots because he looked so terrible. Later we told Gretchen this, and she was all 

worried because he'd driven three hours home after that.  

I was in love with her, but for a long time I was able to convince myself I wasn't. 

For one, Alan was in my psych class and we were friends. I had decided after that class 

that I wanted to major in psych. The teacher would put pictures of his chocolate lab 

Bruno on the projector every morning. I just have a good feeling whenever I remember 

the class. I was happy, and being in love with a girl who loved someone else did not 

bother me one bit, as long as I was still good of friends with her. 

Junior year she studied abroad, like Whit and Dillard and Sarnaa and practically 

everyone but Billy and I. That was the year I moved in with him and Mark. It was a weird 

year, not having Sarnaa around and also living with new guys. I couldn't go abroad 

because I had too much coursework for my major to complete, and it wasn't offered in 

other countries.   

While the guys went to Europe, Gretchen had decided on Melbourne, so none of 

us could come visit her. I looked forward to the emails she sent every week: they were 

funny and bubbly and critical of everything around her, like she was. It seemed like she 

was having the best time of her life, and I was happy for her, even though I missed her. I 

never felt left out because she always told everyone how much she missed us and wished 

we were there and that she couldn't wait to see us. Sometimes if I was feeling very lonely 

I'd write her back individually, and she'd always respond within a few days. It was never 

about anything important, just about my day, but she always sounded so enthusiastic in 

her reply, it made me feel a little better.  

I was very lonely that winter. There was a lot going on that combined to make me 

miserable; it was junior year, I was taking a big course load with all the hardest classes of 

my major, most of my friends were gone, and we had about five snowstorms. They even 

cancelled school twice. Snow days were not like they used to be, and I worried that this 
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was how getting older was, that all the things that used to fascinate you became dull and 

then torturous.  

Alan also did not go abroad. They were still together at that time; he'd moved out 

of the dorms into a single apartment at the new East View dorms. Apparently he was 

having a rough time over there; every time I saw him, which was no longer in class, 

because he was a pre-med major, he looked so tired and pale that I thought he was sick. I 

wondered if Gretchen sent him private emails; of course she did. That never bothered me 

either. I remember one day having a conversation with Alan, just about our classes, and 

he seemed lost, like part of him was missing. I intuited that she'd broken up with him, and 

for the rest of the day I found myself bubbling over with energy. Later, after she got back, 

I found out I was right. She never mentioned this in her letters.  

After I found out about her and Alan, I remember lying in bed, trying to think any 

possible bad thing I could about her. I don't remember knowing specifically why I was 

doing this, but I think I knew, deep down, that loving her, really actively loving her and 

doing something about it, was going to hurt me worse than anything had ever hurt me, 

and I was trying desperately to not let it happen.   

Everyone thinks Gretchen is an accepting person, but really she's not; she'll accept 

you if you have something to give her, such as attention or affection, but if not, she will 

pretend you don't exist. The worst people for her are those who are stable, even keeled, 

well rounded. She finds them disgustingly boring, she once told me. She said she would 

prefer talking to a homeless person on the street than someone who is just happy all the 

time. 

I don't think she realizes how she acts; once Sarnaa brought this girl back to our 

room and she was there with Billy and I. The girl was pretty and thin and in a sorority, 

very friendly and very nice, those being her preeminent qualities. Gretchen apparently did 

not think she was very interesting, so she left. No one noticed; we thought she'd gone to 

the bathroom. Then someone called her and she said she was in her room about to go to 

sleep. When we asked her about it later she just said she was very tired.  

She is also selfish, vain, neurotic and hyper-analytical; and I realized as I listed 

out each one of these things in my head that I was smiling. I loved when she'd butt in line 

in the commons during brunch, I loved her syrupy arms, I loved how she panicked over 
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having to give even a five minute presentations, I loved how she talked through every 

movie and yelled out every five minutes what was about to happen and was usually right.  

I had to tell myself something to make the thoughts shut up; I could not take the 

mixture of hope and despair, and I was tired from all the energy I was exerting to try and 

stop myself from feeling. I was also drinking way too much, and I didn't want to do that. 

So I told myself that I was allowed to hope. That was all. This was my first real mistake, 

though it did get me to sleep that night and help me through the rest of spring semester, 

which was one of the worst times of my entire life.  

My mom called me one night and told me she and my dad were separating. Also, 

she had been diagnosed as being in the beginnings stages of emphysema. She had picked 

up smoking while working night shifts in the hospital. When she told me this I remember 

feeling like some part of me had died while still inside of me, and I was sure I'd always 

have to go around with it, that I'd go through life dragging around the deadness. It would 

always be there, coloring, or discoloring everything.  

Also that semester my brother Carl got into a bad accident. He had been driving 

while taking Oxycontin, which he had been prescribed to for a bad back. I think he was 

taking more than he needed to, and he was put into a mental institute for a week while he 

weaned off the stuff. My mom was so upset she asked me to come home. Our dad had 

moved into an apartment already and she was alone. I will always remember sitting in our 

kitchen and how different it felt now that I knew my dad was no longer there. Even the 

walls registered his absence and seemed more ugly to me. My mom and I didn't talk, and 

I just sat there while she smoked cigarette after cigarette, then later I excused myself and 

went upstairs and vomited.  

For the first time in my life, I thought about finding a way out of all the pain. 

Thank God I was in that mental illness class at the time, and I went to a psychiatrists and 

got put on Lexapro. It made the rest of the year palatable, though blurry. Once April 

came with better weather I started to feel better.   

Sarnaa knew me better than anyone, but even he didn't know how I felt about 

Gretchen. I thought maybe he guessed it, but if he did he never said anything. For a while 

he tried to hook me up with some of his girlfriend Ashley's sorority sisters. I took a girl 

who had long blonde hair and big teeth out to dinner (I forget her name) and all she did 
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was drink four glasses of wine and pick at a salad. I decided to tell Sarnaa about 

Gretchen, at first just as a way to get him to stop bugging me. I remember as I said it, the 

look on his face did not change at all. After that he stopped trying to hook me up with 

Ashley's friends. When Gretchen came back I would often catch him watching the two of 

us, sort of suspiciously, out of the corner of his eye.  

My second mistake was deciding to tell her. This was after she got back from 

Australia. I thought we could spend our senior year together.  

The third mistake was going through with it. I've thought many insane things in 

my life that rationality and good friends have convinced me out of, but I was not rational 

at that time, I was getting over being insanely depressed, and I had stopped talking about 

it with Sarnaa because I was afraid of what he'd say and also he started spending more 

time with Ashley. Gretchen had complete control over me and I hadn't even seen her for 

half a year. I just remembered how being around her, it was like nothing mattered, I didn't 

have to think of the world anymore. All my problems went away. And whenever she left 

me, I felt no longer myself, no longer anyone, and I realized in this way she owned me 

part of me. All my movements and words were there to bring me closer to her. Without 

her I'd be left with nothing but a mountain of crimes committed against myself, unable to 

understand why it still wasn't enough.  

That summer I decided to call her; I genuinely felt bad for her. She and Alan had 

dated for almost three years. Plus I was curious as to why they broke up. She answered 

after only one ring, and we talked for a long time. I remember it was raining by her and 

she kept commenting on it. She even started to cry when she told me, which was strange; 

I had never seen or heard her cry, except if she drank too much and then it was a silly, 

almost happy cry. This time she sounded broken. I tried to keep my mouth shut and just 

listen, and it was surprisingly easy. I got this feeling of great patience, like no matter 

what happened the two of us would end up together.   

When I asked her what happened, she said Alan promised to come visit her and 

never went through with it. I was shocked; I told her maybe he didn't have the money, but 

she said that wasn't it. After that, we talked for a while about my semester, and I ended up 

telling her about my brother and mom and my depression. After something like two hours 

we hung up, and I felt happier and freer than I'd felt in a long time.   
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I remember the exact time it hit me last night that I don't love her anymore. It was 

towards the end of the night. I'd had a few drinks and was standing over her, behind 

where she sat on the couch. She was there all night, in that one corner, with a blanket 

over her legs even though it was unbearably hot. I was swinging her father's golf club and 

had a bottle of rum in the other hand, and I offered it to her, to cheer her up. And for once 

I did not want her to get drunk so she would act affectionate with me, like she always did. 

I genuinely felt bad for her, and that was it.  

Even before that, last night felt different. At first I thought it was just the same old 

walls I've always had to put up around her. I had a freakishly big appetite, and I helped 

myself to seconds and thirds of everything, without bothering to ask if anyone wanted me 

to leave them some. I spoke loudly, with food in my mouth, and left my trash all over the 

table. I didn't ask about her applications when she hinted about it, I didn't give in to her 

emotional neediness when she asked if one of us could walk her dog, and I didn't feel 

hurt when she thanked Sarnaa right in front of me for helping her clean. Earlier in the 

night, when we came back with more groceries and she had changed into a new dress, 

and she stood atop her stairs and asked us how she looked, I didn't say anything or even 

smile. And when she confided in me that she was nervous about cooking for everyone, I 

just said, Oh, that sucks.  

At some point in the night she said she didn't love her dog enough, and I felt like 

the comment was directed specifically toward me. Not just because I love dogs, but also 

because underneath it was the claim that she could not control how she felt, even when it 

hurt other people.  

And I thought, I know how you feel, Gypsy. Her love is the prize, and ours is the 

payment. I slept with the little guy, and didn't bother taking the blanket she offered me; I 

didn't want anything of hers touching me. Even when I eventually got cold I still felt 

good. I felt like a person who had been away from his own country for a long time and 

finally came back and everything seemed to smile at him with recognition.   

Now that she lives by herself with her parents she has no one to use for her self-

esteem. She has given away what little was left, to us, to her parents, to the families she 

serves at the restaurant, to the men who flirt with her, to gas station attendants, to any 

stranger she meets, hoping for something in return. But she has given away all of herself, 
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and what she has gotten in return by comparison is very little. Sometimes I compare her 

to a small child, in that she has given the responsibility for her wellbeing to other people; 

but she gives it out randomly, without discretion. Some days I literally feel her inside of 

me, and I can't tell if she's kicking to get out or get my attention. In a way I think she's 

smart, though. Whatever she's doing is on purpose; I think for all her outward strength, 

inwardly she knows she is not strong enough to save herself. 

Most would say she is a nice person who likes seeing other people happy. I know 

that she lets herself be used. I saw it all the way back when she first started dating Alan. 

She was always going out with his friends and staying at his place but the two of them 

never hung out with us; at first I was offended because I thought Gretchen didn't invite 

him, but then once I saw them out and noticed how almost everything they did was based 

around him. I saw it last night, the way she cooked for all us and didn't even ask for help 

cleaning, just stood there scrubbing the pots while we drank and laughed at some 

comedian on TV. I see it with her writing, too; she lets it take something from her, in fact 

she gives herself away to it, in love with the emptiness she feels afterward. It will use her 

like a drug until it one day it throws her away too.  

Once I asked her what she thought about herself, (actually, she called me to help 

her fill out some online dating profile) and she said, "I look like a chipmunk, and my 

personality is like a dead rock." I told her a rock can't be dead and she said told me to 

shut up and "let her own it." She has this habit of picking up phrases she hears and using 

them obsessively. She started saying "sort of" so much senior year we had to have an 

intervention. Then there was "nuts," and of course, the epic "douche." She told me once 

she just liked the sound of "douche."  

I've seen her enter a bar unaware that almost every guy has turned from the 

tableful of girls he's with to check her out, and she'll turn around and smile at me like I'm 

the only person in the room. That same night she'll try to flirt with one of those guys, 

changing her personality on the spot because she knows it's neither dumb nor slutty 

enough for whatever frat guy to be interested in her. I've seen her befriend anyone, from 

mailmen to homeless people to Joe Paterno (she saw him while running). She has 

something exciting to say about every dull moment, something kind to say about every 

annoying person. I've heard her discard a slew of compliments and then hand them out 
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liberally, disingenuously; I've heard her make genius jokes and racist ones; I've seen her 

throw out whole trays of untouched food in the commons, and bring our old rolls from a 

restaurant to a homeless shelter. She will become silent when a few words could lift her 

pain, will deliberately step on herself to lift up someone else, will wrack her brain to find 

anything in common with a stranger, will ignore you if you give her nothing. I have seen 

her make a room full of people laugh and then drag her small body across the floor 

hoping no one would remember her. I have seen her prefer it that way, and I myself have 

preferred it that way a few times.  

I love New York at a distance; it seems so manageable. I feel like going for a 

walk tonight. I'm glad I'm not taking a cab back from the train station. It will be nice to 

get some exercise, and I only have this one bag.  

It's funny that she makes up such a huge part of my life. Without her my college 

years would seem like nothing, like one big lie. And in my memory she's not even real; 

she's like a lucky charm that will give something back to me if I use it correctly. Anyone 

who knew her then would tell you the same thing. 

The night before graduation, Mark's aunt threw him a pool party, and so we all 

drove out to Boalsburg. Everyone went swimming except Gretchen. We tried to persuade 

her but she was firmly against it. It was a little cloudy, but the water was warm. She just 

sat in the basement. Gretchen had this thing with being cold, she couldn't stand it, and yet 

she was always cold. When we got back in you could tell she was tired and wanted to 

leave, but she just sat there, unresponsive, sort of catatonic.   

That was how she was last night. When she acts that way it's almost like someone 

trying to play dead. She puts all of her emotions behind this wall; sometimes all you get 

is the wall. This is true of many people, I know; but we've all seen the real Gretchen, both 

beautiful and ugly, eccentric and ordinary. Sometimes I wish she'd just accept herself, 

because it'd make it easier for everyone else to do so, but I don't think she knows how. It's 

sad. The brain is such a fucked up thing, sometimes it'll imprison you. 

This past New Years Gretchen got a bloody nose in the middle of dinner and was 

in the bathroom for twenty minutes. No one knew about the bloody nose; she told us 

later, when someone asked. And on the way back to my place she stopped at Barnes and 

Noble with Dillard and Whit and stayed there for about an hour. When she got back it 
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was time to get ready. I remember all this because we barely talked at all, and I thought 

she was hiding something from me. She changed in the kitchen because Mark's new 

girlfriend Rene was there, and so was Ashley, and the two of them were taking turns in 

the bathroom. I could tell she felt a weird having girls there. It had always been just her 

and a bunch of guys. She ignored the girls but was polite, almost submissive when she 

talked to them.  

Before we left she and I took a shot together, out of my Penn State shot glasses, 

but on the way there I purposefully walked ahead of her. She was in the very back, 

walking slowly because of her heels. I think Dillard stayed and walked with her. In line at 

the club, Hershel got a pretzel and she asked him for a piece. I saw her take one bite, and 

when she thought no one was looking throw the rest into a puddle. I can still see the 

image of it floating there, like a little half life preserver.   

The bouncer didn't like her ID, so I came back from the club and told him it was 

alright. Then I didn't see her most of the night. She was either dancing with Whit or 

Dillard or texting on a couch or she'd gone to the bathroom. She missed New Years. A 

few of us were in the bottom floor room talking with some girls we met, and she walked 

in about five minutes after midnight looking both tired and restless. She seemed upset 

and I refused to ask her why. I assumed it had to do with some guy and I didn't want to 

know. I couldn't stand watching her get hit on and then flirt all night with a stranger only 

to say horrible things about him later. I'd always put myself in his shoes and feel like shit.  

After the club we just went back to my place, even though half of us wanted to 

check out this after party. But Gretchen said it was too far and her feet hurt and Rene 

agreed and Mark wanted to be with Rene, so we just all ended up going back. Gretchen 

sat on the futon eating Chex Mix; when she and Ashley took their heels off both of their 

feet were black.  

That night she slept on my bed, between Dillard and I. Somehow this came up last 

night and she said she slept great. I told her I kept getting a mouthful of smoky hair and 

she just laughed. Dillard said he kept getting pushed into a wall, and Gretchen said, I 

need lots of space. Then why did you sleep on the bed between the two of us? I thought.  

That night it got hot and she took off her sweatshirt and was lying next to me in 

those tiny shorts that showed most of her ass, and I was disgusted with myself for 
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thinking the thoughts I did, which started out sexual and then became increasing, 

confusingly violent. I slept horribly and by morning I just wanted everyone to leave. 

They all went out to eat at a diner across the street, and Gretchen for some reason stayed 

behind to help clean. She was always doing things like this, and I think she felt bad for 

making us skip the after party. But there was something weird about her; she came out of 

the bathroom with makeup on and different earrings than she'd worn last night. Then she 

asked me for directions to this coffee shop downtown. When I asked her whom she was 

meeting she just said, a friend.  

The year after school ended, when I lived alone for the first time and had just 

started grad school, everything seemed to be moving so quickly, and I thought a lot about 

life and what I wanted out of it. And I didn't know. I felt empty. I wasn’t depressed; I just 

wasn't anything. I felt like no matter what happened to me, it wouldn't matter. One night I 

went out walking, not having any idea where I was going. It was about ten o'clock, and 

very cold, and I stopped on some grimy stoop to massage the blood back into my toes. 

Gretchen used to do this at football games; she would leave to go to the bathroom for 

forty minutes and stick her bare feet under the dryers. Anyway, as I was doing this, I saw 

a group of twenty somethings walking by, laughing and making fun of each other, and I 

thought, any one of them could have been me. I got up, walked home, made myself a 

bowl of cereal, and went to bed, and for rest of the weekend I went through my routine 

exactly the same as I would only I didn't feel empty anymore.  

Sometimes I open up a part of myself and she is there. When it rains or is cloudy 

and the weather reminds me of Penn State, I remember things that didn't happen, though 

in my heart they did and I know in hers they did too. We were in love; it was just a 

different type of love. I'm not sure I could ever describe it. It caused me just as much 

grief and sadness as it did joy. Even now, on nights I am feeling very anxious, when the 

day will not hand me back anything of itself, and I feel so empty and free of emotion I 

have to go about life mechanically, which is worse than stopping, as stopping would 

require a conviction I don’t have—on these nights I call her, because I know she gets it. 

She feels the blue fire tearing into her, too, eating her alive. And she talks to me. She's 

the only person I know who understands the crushing weight of silence, the painstaking 
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deliberation of all things, the way even a rock can lend you its pain. Her body is right 

there alongside mine, clothed in silence, as if we are in adjacent coffins.  

But if I am getting out of my coffin, I'm afraid she's falling in love with hers. I'm 

afraid she sees bugs and dust and cobwebs and shadows on the lid of her coffin, and she's 

confused them for people and clouds and trees and sunshine. They are not that. She has 

the kind of imagination that wants everything to be beautiful and that has to be right.  

I was alone on her deck when she came out and said in a low, unhappy voice that 

she wasn't doing well. It sounded like a ploy to get some attention, and I did not want to 

get involved, so I just said, Why? She said she didn't know. I was mad because she was 

making me care again. She walked over to the railing and leaned on it and told me 

without looking at me that she was on a "shitload" of Prozac; then she asked if I was 

surprised. I said no, I was happy. She didn't ask what I meant by that. She said they were 

upping her dosage even more and she hoped it worked. Then she laughed, something 

like, I know it won't do me any good but at least I can say I tried. We just stood out there 

and I knew we were connected in a way neither of us would ever be able to explain, but 

whether we liked it or not it was there. She pointed out a constellation to me, the big 

dipper I think, and said it's the only one she knows, and I realized how much she'd come 

to rely on the patterns of what was around her in order to prove to herself that she really 

existed. This was the only concrete to her; something that repeated, that could be 

understood, drawn, named. And I could see past her eyes into the nothing that consumed 

her, how it tortured her because she could not know it, how there were things about 

herself she would never know, that were locked away, forgotten or purposefully buried, 

and how she couldn't stand it, how she'd never forgive herself for it. How she hated 

herself for having parts that she would never be able to digest, identify, control. I wanted 

to tell her it was okay, but instead I just went inside.  

I used to wish for her to say something horrible to me so I'd have an excuse to spit 

back all her weaknesses at her, watch her wobbly cup of self brim and tip over. There are 

a thousand things I could say to make her feel the pain she has made me feel. I could 

make her feel as lonely and empty and dead as I did that night she brought him over. 

After she left for the coffee shop on New Years day, I checked her Facebook page and 

something clicked, like a bolt sliding into its lock; he'd posted something on there about 
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meeting up with her over New Years. I realized that was why she'd been upset last night; 

that was why she kept disappearing; that was why she left dinner for a half an hour and 

said it was a bloody nose. I wondered if the only reason she came up here was so she 

could get a chance to hang out with him. And I truthfully didn't know.  

Senior year, when we had that party, I knew something horrible was going to 

happen. I had broken my ankle that week and my mood was horrible, but I knew that 

night was going to be really bad; I think I had told myself, somewhere subconsciously, 

that I was going to do it. I was going to tell her.  

I got incredibly drunk just so I would have no defenses. I think it was the decision 

to get drunk, then, not the decision to tell her; I knew that finally I would be unable not to 

tell her. I must have said something to Sarnaa, because the next day he told me that I 

begged him to pull her away from that guy and come to my room for a minute. At first he 

told me no but then I kept asking. I remember having to lie down because my foot was 

starting to swell. The pain had gone away with the drunkenness, and I was walking on it 

more than I was supposed to. It felt very hot. I knew that the next day I'd be in 

excruciating pain.  

She came in and sat quietly on the bed; I could tell she was scared of what I was 

going to say. After a minute of listening to the silence, I said that I thought she was 

beautiful, kind, smart, and funny. She just stared at me, like she was listening to someone 

else tell her about a problem with a girl. I left out the part about how I'd loved her since 

freshmen year. She told me some bullshit about not being ready to date, and I decided at 

that point that I just needed to go to bed. So I lay back and after a while she left.  

I don't know what happened with her and that guy; I know at various points in 

college she was pretty upset about him, and I don't care. But I was shocked to see that 

two years after college they were still talking. Then again, I should have known that 

Gretchen was never one to give up on something that didn't turn out in her favor; she'd 

press on forever and ever until it gave in; it was like begging a dead person to wake up.  

I see pockets of blue amidst the gray. I hope I will be home in time to see the end 

of the Steelers game. I bought two boxes of Raisin Bran at a supermarket near Gretchen's 

house, and I think I'll eat a bowl and then go out to dinner. I have come to love living 

alone, not just for the privacy, but also for both the quirks and the familiarity of it. I can 
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already see the narrow, crooked stairs leading up to my apartment; the dirty skillet pan I 

still have on the stove from Friday morning; the unsturdy bookcase from IKEA my dad 

helped me build; my old blue, stained comforter from college. I could never live 

someplace that depressed me. Gretchen, I know she could. I can still see her that night 

when I told her how I felt; she wore her sadness around her neck like a necklace, and it 

looked so beautiful, I didn't ever want to take it off.    
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Afloat 

 

 

I'm trying to concentrate on homework, but the shadows of leaves on the wall 

keep distracting me. They flutter like a million little hellos. I wouldn't mind being a leaf, 

just a thread connecting me to roots, and all day long just flying. The slightest motion 

could set me free. 

Last night I dreamt Leif and I were walking under the highway and we saw Fiona 

on her phone. She was talking to Dr. Gory and she said he invented a machine that can 

translate what dead people say. Then the three of us were sitting in a graveyard, only it 

wasn't really a graveyard, it was garden full of plants. We were waiting for something.  

"Don't you have work at ten?" my mom yells up from the kitchen. She'd rather 

run over a small child than be late for anything.   

I was not built to understand math. I leave the books on the bed, change out of my 

pajamas and grab my camera.   

My mom turns off the TV when she sees me. She's wearing her blue windbreaker; 

she always looks younger than she is. Her wet hair is wavy. 

"Don't forget your raincoat. I'm going over to Alva's to be with Ed for a little." 

The phrase "be with" magnifies in my head.  

"How's Ed doing?" 

"His medication seems to be working well." 

That probably means he sleeps a lot. Last week Alva left him home alone and he 

went for a walk and she had to call the cops to go look for him. They picked him up by 

the highway, and Ed tried to fight one of the cops as he put him into the car. I was the 

only one who didn't think it was such a big deal. If the man wants to take a walk for a few 

hours, why shouldn't he be able to? 

She points to my camera. 

"Mom, the case is waterproof." Ed bought it for me, two Christmases ago. 

"You don't want to wrap it in a plastic bag?" 
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I shake my head and walk into the hallway, looking at myself in the mirror. The 

person I see is more than an acquaintance, less than a friend. Just someone who is always 

there.  

My mother rushes past me, opening the front door against wind. "Tropical 

Depression Sandy. I can't believe we're already at the S's and it's only the beginning 

September. You should really take an umbrella."  

"I'll be fine." I don't mind a light rain. When I was little my mom used to bring me 

out on the porch when it stormed so I could watch. It felt like being inside a painting.  

On the way there I take a picture of a Coke can in some weeds. And an old man 

sitting on some steps. I can't tell whether he looks sad or serene. I adjust my lens once, 

take another one of him up close. I will have to look at it more later.   

Jerry is in the kitchen when I get to work.   

"How was your shift?"  

“Fine. We got a young couple from Pensacola and a few kids from your school 

came in." 

"Who?" 

"No clue. They looked about your age. It was for a research project." 

Definitely not Leif. I hoist myself onto the counter and watch Jerry's long 

eyelashes quiver over a Chinese menu.  

“How's the photography class going?" he asks without looking up.  

"Good. We have to photograph something 'out of context'." 

"What about Thomas?"  

I jump off the counter, my feet slapping the ground like cymbals. It's weird 

looking at dead people in pictures. It's like that part of them is still alive. Thomas looks 

angry, but I think that's how people posed for pictures back then. His mouth is a line 

turned down at the edges, and his eyelids sink over his eyes.    

"Aren't we out of context, being in his house?" 

"You could say that." He wipes the corners of his mouth, a gesture that always 

sickens me.  

I decide to take one anyway, and I step back, letting the lens focus. I bend my 

knees, trying to get the picture slightly off center. 
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After Jerry leaves I think how odd it is giving tours of someone else's house.  I 

wonder what people would say about me, if they were giving a tour of my house, or my 

room. A person seems so much more full when looked at from the outside; maybe that's 

because you get to imagine what he or she was like, and this is so much freer than 

anything a person could actually be.  

I can take one of slaves' quarters. That's definitely out of context. You could make 

the argument that everything is out of context. What's a context? It's just a made up place 

for something, a made up home. I have to do a write up for each one. Thomas Orman, 

former owner and proprietor of the Orman house, frozen in time, watches us from behind 

the four walls of his frame-- 

The door opens and a woman with red curly hair walks in. She's holding a boy in 

denim overalls. 

"Hi," I say, jumping down. "Tours are two dollars, and he's free." His blonde hair 

is curly, and his eyes are big and blue.  

The woman hands me two crumpled bills with her free hand, and I toss them into 

the lock box and then lead them into the dining room. 

"Watch your step," I say. I picture her falling, the baby flying into the air, and me 

rushing out heroically to catch it. She steps calmly into the room and puts her kid down.  

"This is the dining room, where--" 

"Oh, do you mind if I just look around? I'm sorry. I don't want to make you feel 

unnecessary. I enjoy the company." 

"Okay," I say, stunned. She leans over the table and looks at the silverware. This 

is the first thing everyone notices. I can't stop looking at her hair. It's so red it seems to 

encompass all colors.  

"I love your hair." 

"Thanks." She tucks a strand behind her ears.  

"Let me know if there's anything you want to know about." 

"I will. God, the energy in here is fucking nuts." She smiles. "I'm sorry, I do that. 

Just to see the look on peoples' faces. He's deaf, my son. Andrew."  

"Oh," I say. I look at him. I can't tell if now that I know this I see something off 

about him. But I do. He just looks different.  
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"I thought you were serious." I would rather talk about the boy than the house, but 

I don't want to seem rude. "It is kind of otherworldly in here." 

She puts her purse down and looks around the room, at the walls, up to the 

ceiling, and I let myself follow her gaze, even though I feel self-conscious doing it. I'm 

curious at whatever she's looking at.   

"I believe in something I like to call, osmosis of people." She says this with her 

head still back. "The dead pull you towards them, the living pull you towards them. Life 

is all about balance."  

If my mom heard this she'd just nod politely and then tell my dad and I about it 

later. She is one of the few people I know who's not interested in ghosts, or anything 

beyond this world. I'm the type of person who wants to believe it but is stuck in the 

middle. Fiona and I stayed at the Gibson Inn once, and even though nothing happened, 

something in my skin changed after being there.  

"I wonder if in some places the pull is stronger," I say. I think of Thomas' eyes. 

My mother's eyes are like that; they seem to offer something while at the same time 

refusing to give it.   

The woman finally lowers her head. Her face is pale and her head looks like it's 

on fire. 

"It's a dance. Depending on the place, someone else will lead. I feel like the dead 

one here, walking around in a displaced world."  

I know how she feels. Sometimes I feel like I'm watching my own life from afar, 

like a girl on a movie. Only it's not as exciting as a movie. Other days I feel this wall 

separating me from everything. It's so close I can practically see to the other side, but it 

follows me wherever I go.  

Andrew walks by and the woman twirls him around. His smile seems to take 

possession from outside of him. She lets go, and he walks into Judge's Chamber. 

"He's a little pioneer," I say. "I'm Lorraine, by the way."  

"What a beautiful name. Named after anyone?" 

"My grandmother."  

She nods. "I'm Kris, with a K." 
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We follow Andrew into the Judge's Chamber. It's all wood, the walls bookshelves 

holding trinkets from the nineteenth century. The Judge built this office for himself. You 

get the sense he didn't want anyone coming in here; all the hard surfaces seem to push 

you away. On nice days the sun shines blindingly through the window, turning 

everything orange.   

My mother has two plaques are in here. I wipe my finger over one and look at the 

smudge of gray on it. I can see dust clinging to their surfaces, like a colony of 

infinitesimal beings.  

"My mother made these two plaques. She has a workshop in our basement."  

"Cool!"  

She bends forward to reads them. I remember when they were just slabs of wood. 

Today their paint seems both vivid and flat, their words a mere collection of squiggle. 

When I was younger I used to repeat words over and over again until they lost their 

meaning. The more I repeated it, the farther away from me it'd stretch. I'd always panic, 

at the same time feeling excited, unable to decide which emotion took priority and unable 

to stop.  

"They're beautiful." 

"Thanks. I'll tell her."  

"What a cool job. Are they hard to make?" 

"Sort of. Takes lots of sanding. She hand paints them, too." I feel like an 

advertisement.  "I used to call them plagues, when I was little." 

Her laugh is higher pitched than I would have thought for how deep her voice is. 

"'Mommy makes plagues.' Oh, I love that." We walk into the hall and she points 

to the armoire. "Wow. Those are freaky." 

"I know." The first time I saw the petticoats hanging in there I thought there was 

something dead still inside of them.  

She holds Andrew's hand and walks him over, then lifts him up so he can get a 

better look.  

"They're about his size," I joke.  

She smiles. "I like to let him smell things." 
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One time walking home with just Leif, when Fiona had to stay after, I stopped to 

smell a flower. About ten minutes later we were parting ways, and he pointed out that I 

had pollen on my nose.  

"Why didn't you tell me before?" I wanted to know. 

"There was nothing wrong with it," he said. 

I look at Kris and Andrew hovering in front of the petticoats.  

"He can touch them if he wants. They're clean." 

But he doesn't. After they walk away, I lean into the petticoats, close enough that 

my face almost touches them. They smell like true nothing, like layers and layers of time.  

Andrew walks under velvet chord sectioning off the parlor; it comes about an inch 

over his head. 

"Don't mind if I do," says Kris.  

"It's okay." The property manager never stops by. After I found that out I always 

go into the rooms and touch everything. I told Jerry this once and he said it was childish. 

There are some good things about being a child. I step over the rope and Kris follows. 

The room feels new at the same time as looking old. It's a strange collision of 

feelings. I feel like the air goes back, like each particle is still here from centuries ago. It's 

like looking through a lens. Time makes everything smaller than it really is.   

The room seems both complete and incomplete. I close my eyes, hoping that the 

part that's missing will recreate itself in my mind. Instead there is a wall of black, and 

something hard in pit of my stomach. I open my eyes and the room looks different. I 

realize that clouds have covered part of the sky, making the room darker.   

"Sometimes I feel like the places closest to me are the furthest away," I say, "and 

the farthest places actually the closest. Does that make any sense?"  

Kris gives me an odd look. "I think the little guy has to go to the bathroom. Where 

did you say it was?"  

"Right over there." I point.  

"We'll just be a moment." 

The bathroom ruins the tour. It's brand new, in the center of the house, and once 

you've been in there the rest of the house seems fake. You have to want to be deceived, 

and even then it doesn't work.  
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I hope she hurries up, that my shift is over soon. I never look at the clock while 

I'm here.  

Kris comes out holding Andrew's hand, looking refreshed. "Did you know that 

ninety percent of communication is non verbal?" 

"No." 

"Fun fact." 

"Does he sign?"  

"Not yet, but very soon." I lead the way into the bedroom. This is my favorite 

room. It's the only bedroom we show, though there are more upstairs, but the stupid door 

is locked.  

"I like this room," says Kris.  

"Me too," I say. I look at Andrew. He doesn't know what it's like to be able to 

hear. It's impossible to describe hearing to someone who can't hear, I realize. They would 

just have to believe that there is another sense out there that they don't have. 

"This canopy bed is gorgeous."  

"I know. It used to be Mrs. Orman’s room, then it was Sadie's, their daughter. 

Then it was her daughter's. Whoops, sorry." I'm not really sorry. 

"It's okay. Yeah, I definitely get a female vibe in here. The chair is so small. I 

probably wouldn't be able to fit my hips in that." 

Mona was Sadie’s youngest daughter, and she died of smallpox when she was 

only nine. I wonder how old Andrew is. He looks about six.   

Kris puts her purse on the chair; her face seems to fill up. "I bet whoever lived in 

here woke up in middle of the night and sat in this chair, looking out the window."  

That's weird, I think. Last night I woke up in the middle of the night and sat on 

my chair and looked out the window. The trees felt dead. They'd lost their souls 

painlessly in the night, and I was staring into shells, into walls of sightless eyes. I knew 

when morning came everything would go back to normal, and I tried to remind myself 

that, but knowing life somehow emptied its sleeves in the night made me feel awful, like 

I was somehow responsible for it.  

"I feel the presence of a young girl in here," says Kris.  
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"You're right." There is a sense of something having preserved itself in this room. 

That innocence going on forever. It's different from the rest of the rooms. You feel like 

some part of the room wants to play. I imagine a young girl lying in bed. She has brown 

hair and big brown eyes, like me, and she's smiling, looking up through the lacey canopy 

and making up worlds.  

When I first heard about the smallpox and how many people it killed, and how 

quickly, I found it hard to believe. That quick, all those people just go away? Where does 

all the meaning go? Maybe it just stays in whoever is left.  

"Sometimes I think of time as a flower," says Kris. "People and places all 

overlapping, one on top of the other. There's no true beginning or end. That makes sense, 

by the way, what you said earlier. I didn't mean to rush out of the room. I'd forgotten to 

give this guy his pill." 

"That's okay," I say, embarrassed. I stare at four wooden supports of the canopy. 

After a while they just look like four lines dangling in space. What if there are more 

directions than the ones we know? Maybe the ground is a door to another place. How 

would we know? In science we learned that inside a single atom there is endless space.  

"I think we all share an identity," I say. "We just draw lines."  

I think of the photograph of Thomas. Sometimes I don't feel that much separating 

us. 

Kris seems to be thinking. "I agree, somewhat. I think it's both true and not. I 

think you can have both things at the same time." She hesitates. "You gave a great tour 

today, Lorraine. There was one thing I wanted to tell you. You seem like a very spiritual 

person, and--" 

"Me? Only one person ever told me that. This guy. Anyway, I never think of 

myself that way." 

"It's probably better not to." 

"If thoughts can be beliefs, I am very spiritual." 

She smiles. "What I wanted to say was, that distance you feel, separating you 

from what's right in front of you… that's what you said, right? That you feel that the 

present is far from you?" 

"Yeah," I say slowly. 



  99 

"Well, what it means is that you're very sensitive. And that's a good thing. But 

sometimes there are some doors you don't want, or don't have, to open."   

Okay, I think. I just nod and smile.  

Kris crouches to look through the window. "I think we better go before this storm 

hits. Depression, whatever. It was nice meeting you. Say bye, Andy." She wiggles his 

little fingers, and I wave back.  

On the way home the sky is dark in one corner, like it's sitting on a shelf and 

waiting to expand. The streetlights are going crazy on their wires, but the rest of the sky 

is stubbornly blue.  

Everything is moving somewhere, and we are powerless to change its direction. 

Maybe some people are pulled in so many different directions that they cancel each other 

out, and they begin to float.  

I step over a broken fence, cutting through what used to be the botanical garden. 

All the plants have died. I see some empty beer cans, an empty can of black spray paint. 

The gazebo is full of graffiti. I went there at night once; Fiona and I came to meet Leif. 

There was no light except for joints going around and cigarettes, and I kept scouting out 

places I could run if someone came and busted us.  

Once Fiona and I went down below the highway while Leif was there with some 

guys spray-painting. They told us to leave so we wouldn't get in trouble. Later I went 

down alone and brought my camera. The letters seemed alive, throbbing with the 

rumbling of cars. 

It looks like a skeleton of a garden. The bushes are spiny and leafless, like torture 

instruments. The path, old and fading, reminds me of an old man's arm. There's just an 

emptiness flowing through the entire place that I like.  

Maybe we are pulled into our future, like a giant undertow carrying us until we 

can't resist it. But what if you don't want to go? There's so much I hate to leave, every 

day; every beautiful thing is not mine. Every time I wake up in the morning I feel like 

some part of me has died.  

It's like, when my locker got changed at school, I swore I'd never get used to the 

new halls, the new people I'd see. And in another week I forgot what it used to be like.  
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There are waves and waves in our head, constantly erasing everything beneath it, 

so you can never get it back.  

When I get home the wind has picked up. There are a few tourists at Dr. Gory's 

grave; usually I stop by it once a day, just to keep in touch. I've grown up having his 

memorial and museum right next door so I consider him a part of my family. 

In my room I realize I forgot my camera back at the Orman House. It seems like it 

took an eternity to get home. I can work on my homework now and get it later.  

Recently I rearranged my room to get a better view of my window. Now my bed 

points out into the trees, and I can pretend I'm one of them. If let my focus blur, their 

leaves are like a full, swishing skirt. But when I concentrate, and pay attention to 

individual leaves, it looks chaotic, almost frightening.  

Eventually I put my head down.  

The sky is dark when I wake up. I hear a knock at my door. Probably my mom. I 

hope she's not going to bug me about homework.  

"Yeah?" 

"Will you do me a favor, Lor?" 

"You can open the door, mom." She's always talking through rooms and walls 

like this is normal.  

She opens the door but stays in the hall. “Would you run down to the dock and 

remind your dad about the storm? His phone isn't working again. I've been trying to get in 

touch with him for a while." 

"Okay," I say. I roll sideways off the bed to amuse myself. I bet my dad wouldn't 

mind being caught in the storm. It's probably fun when you're on a boat.  

I still think storms are fun. In the summer we lost power almost every day. It got 

to be where we'd start lighting candles instead of putting on lights. I liked it better that 

way.  

My face looks pale in the mirror, like something left out all day, faded from too 

much sun.   

"What time are you going to Alva's?" I ask, pulling my hair into a ponytail. This 

is the only style I like myself in.  
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"I'm just going to visit for an hour or so. She decided to wait to run errands until 

tomorrow. I'm making baked chicken cutlets and spinach from the garden for dinner. So 

come home afterwards." She follows me downstairs. "Do you have your phone? How 

was work?" 

It was, something, I think. 

"Alright. This woman with a deaf son came in." 

"Neat!" When my mom gets excited, her eyes go wide and the entire structure of 

her face changes.  

"He didn't sign," I say, answering her next question. She has a very methodical 

mind; sometimes it's like I can hear it out loud.  

"Here, take your raincoat." 

She doesn't notice that my camera's missing, and this offends me. I take her old 

red raincoat with the polka dotted lining, the one that's so old it's become fashionable 

again.  

It is only raining lightly, not to get me very wet. I love everything about dusk. The 

world seems to travel outside of itself. It's the same feeling I get when I fly in an airplane. 

That feeling of being in between something and nothing.  

Passing the Lutheran church, I remember the night I found myself in their library. 

Everyone leaves doors open here. I found this book called, "Common Women's Prayers." 

The prayers seemed more like questions, or begging. There was sadness in the words felt 

full, even pretty. I found the poem I like: "Keep a green bough in your heart, and the 

singing bird will come." I wrote it down and showed only Fiona, who didn't get it but she 

liked it anyway. That's one of the things I like about her. 

I can see myself in everything here, all my memories; some part of everything 

belongs to me. It's too much; I don't understand what's mine and what's not. I'd like to 

live somewhere where things would push against me, and I'd be able to see them for what 

they really are.  

The last time Fiona and I talked, we were walking home from school, and out of a 

clear blue sky it started hailing. The hail was tiny and round; I'd never seen anything like 

it. We were running through it and laughing, and I thought that we were good enough 
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friends to survive what I was going to tell her. So I told her. I picked the worst time; we 

were at Leif's door and I could hear his footsteps coming down the steps. It just came out.  

She called me a bitch, and I felt paralyzed. I was crying when Leif opened the 

door. She had already walked away. That was June.  

I sit on the bench outside Pauline's Bar, lifting up my feet and stretching my 

calves. I feel weird without my camera. Everything seems to swell with vividness. I close 

my eyes. It only works when you're alone; when there are other people around it's 

impossible to be completely inside your own head. It doesn't feel like everything has 

gone away.  

Parts of the scene quiver in my mind. There is the antique shop with the mermaid 

out front. In my mind she smiles curiously, the rest of her wiggly and free. Aside from 

the colors in her lei, skirt and flower veil, she's translucent, like my hand would go right 

through her.  

I open my eyes and see Amy, a girl in my math class. She sniffles a few times. 

She is wearing all black and a black apron and has her back to me. I hear the flick of a 

lighter.  

"Hey," I say.  

She turns around. When she coughs, the sound releases something horrible from 

her throat.   

Oh God, I think. 

"Lorraine. How are you?" Her voice sounds urgent.  

"Fine."  

"Did you hear?" she asks slowly.  

The word, 'what,' pries itself from my mouth.   

"Fiona killed herself."  

"What?" 

She nods, exhaling smoke. "Hung herself," she says. Her voice sounds nasally.  

I can see that she is crying, but the rest of the world feels fuzzy. There is nothing 

in my head. I'm afraid the nothing is just going to get bigger and bigger, and the nothing 

will consume me.  
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"I'm so sorry," says Amy. She wipes her nose with her sleeve; the movement 

seems disconnected from her, taking place in separate blocks of time. When she blows 

her nose her skin wrinkles like a piece of paper.  

What do you do when you think nothing is real, but your mind is telling you not 

to believe even that? 

"Did you talk to her at all, recently?"  

"No. I have to go, though."   

She hugs me, and she feels like a piece of cloth laying over something solid.  

As I walk, the earth rising jaggedly to meet me. What if I fall between the cracks? 

What if there is nothing holding me here? I am afraid, suddenly, of a million things at 

once. The sky is like a giant crack, through which something is about to pour. I want to 

go away, but a voice in my mind tells me to just let go. But I don't know what I'd be 

letting go.    

I run, my legs feeling stuck to the ground. The world can't decide whether to cling 

to me or throw me back.  

Dylan's truck is there, at the dock. In the mist it looks gray. And Amy seems like 

a person pasted into the broken lines of a dream. Clouds have completely covered the 

sky; rain speaks a language of touch. I know my dad will leave me alone. 

As I walk I stare down at the dock. The wood looks like an old person's skin. And 

I can't help but feel that some part of the way time wears on us is a lie. The boats and I 

are alike, the part of them that's been left behind refusing to leave. I can see the giant 

space between what they are and what they used to be.  

My dad's metal coffee cup sits on the rim of Silver Lining. It's Dylan's boat. My 

dad has two boats, and he's trying to sell their parts online. Every month someone comes 

in from out of town, like Tallahassee, to check them out, and sometimes they buy 

something.  

The sky is strangely light. It seems to reflect off the shelf of clouds and just sit 

here, with us, on earth. It makes the world look short and manageable.  

Dylan smiles when he sees me; he is handsome. I play with the cords of the 

raincoat as he walks to the edge of the boat and extends his hand out to me. His grip is 

firm, not tight.  
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"You need your dad?" 

"Real quick." I don't want to call for him, because I'm afraid of what my voice 

will be like.  

"I'll go get him." He goes down into the cabin, and I feel relieved and more alone 

than I felt just a minute ago.  

I hear muffled voices and Dylan comes out. 

"Just a sec." 

Dylan is weird. I feel like even if I tried, I wouldn't be able to get him to dislike 

me.  

"So what's up with you? You look tired, or something." 

"I'm fine." Normally I'd ask him something to distract the focus from me, but the 

words don't make it out. I look down and watch the rain collect in pools on the vinyl of 

the raincoat. I tilt my arm so some of it spills off.   

Finally I hear footsteps from the cabin. My dad works has his own interpretation 

of time, which irritates everyone but me.  

He wears a blue cloth hat that looks sort of funny on him.  

"What's up, Rainey?" 

"Mom said for you to call her." I try to keep my tone up. 

"Okay. What's wrong with you?" 

"Nothing. I just have a lot of homework." 

He rubs his hands over a towel. His fingers have spread out over the years to 

become more helpful tools. If you do something for so long you start to become it. 

He takes out his phone. "I'm done pretending I understand how to use this. There 

are just too many buttons on the damn thing. What happened to the Walkie Talkie?" 

He smiles at me. 

I give him my phone and he calls her, and I look out into the bay. There is a crow 

sitting a post. It doesn't make any difference to the crow, which way things come at it. 

And the more I look at it, the less I am able to convince myself that it's real, and not just 

me looking at it, or thinking about it, that makes it what it is.  

"Did you see Eileen?" he asks, once he's talked to my mom. 
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"Yeah," I say. I could be that bird, taking it all in. I could control everything that I 

see and everything that comes to me. 

"How does she look?" 

"Stressed," I say.  

My dad let me name all his boats. They're all females. When I was younger we 

used to talk about them like they were real.  

"Soon she'll go back to the big pile 'a junk in the sky." 

I can never tell if he's upset. Part of him has gone away, and we're all supposed to 

pretend we don't notice. He basically lost his best friend and his job in the same year, and 

I've never once heard him talk about it. 

"I have a philosophical question," says Dylan. "At one point does Silver Lining 

stop being Silver Lining and become the junkyard? How many parts have to come off 

before she switches over, from one to the other?" He laughs. "I remember this from 

Philosophy 101. It was the only class I paid attention in."  

"What year did you graduate?" I ask.  

"2002." He smiles, and his teeth are small and yellow. "I'm, what, five years older 

than you?" 

"Yep." I look down. 

"So what do you think?" 

I look at my dad, who doesn't even seem to be thinking.  

"I don't know," I say. "Depends on your perspective."  

"Come on, that's a cop out." 

I feel like he's trying to get inside me, and it makes me uncomfortable.  

"They're the same. They have the same identity. The question is moot."  

"Moot?" 

"Yeah." I wish I hadn't used that word. 

"What does that mean?" 

"It means it doesn't apply." Jackass, I want to add.  

"Then why do they have different names? And characteristics?" 

"It's just what we say and say they have. There's a difference between what's in 

our mind and what's really there." 
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"Oh, there is?" I can't tell if he's being sarcastic. "Your wife has my cell, right?" 

He looks at my dad.  

"She wouldn't call if she did," I say, turning around. Dylan offers to help me off 

the boat, and I refuse, but then I trip, falling flat on my hands and knees. Dylan is right 

next to me, his hand on my back, asking if I'm okay. I stand, brushing off invisible dirt.  

"I'm fine." I want to start crying. Not because it hurt, but because I hate the shock 

of going from one thing to another really fast.  

Walking back, the air feels like wet gauze. It makes me the world feel distant 

from me, like I could be anywhere, and anyone.   

Hopefully my dad will stay there, hanging out with Dylan. That's what he usually 

does when it rains. I think my mom wants him to come home because she's lonely.   

My foot plunks into a gully filled with water, and at first I gasp and then I just let 

it sit there. Water runs over my sock and inside my shoe. I am tired of feeling responsible 

for everything. She had problems. I never told anyone. But that doesn't mean they didn't 

exist. 

The scent of lilacs falls around me in a sheet of odor, clumsily enclosing me. The 

wet seems to make their odor more pungent. I know I am at the Orman House.  

We always leave lights on in the back. I'm surprised no one ever broke in. Maybe 

people actually have some respect for the dead.  

I take my hood off to look for the key. The rain feels good on my face. I could be 

crying. The blades of grass glow silver. I find the key next to a potted plant, not under, 

where it's supposed to be.  

I let myself in, leaving the lights off. It's not even that dark, and a ton of light 

comes through the window. I can see everything.  

Thomas doesn't look as angry as he looked earlier. Now he looks, sort of half 

heartedly upset.   

"What?" I say it. He doesn't change.  

During the day everything is encapsulated neatly into stories, but now it feels 

open, like a wound oozing out into the air, and getting healed by it. It's like there is 

nothing separating me what anyone ever felt in this house.  
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When I get into the parlor I feel, not alone. It's funny, we have no words to 

describe it, except made up words, like ghosts and spirits. It could be something 

completely different. It could be like home. It could be calm, even beautiful. It could be 

right in front of us all the time, and we have to choose to see it.  

In the bedroom I pry off my wet sneakers. At first I'm be afraid, but then I force 

myself to lie down in the bed. And I breathe. It's small. I could have lived here; I could 

have been Mona. I could be anyone. But I am not anyone. I am me.  

Looking up at the lace canopy, I feel neatly enclosed from the world. It looks like 

my dreams have climbed up and made a ceiling for me.   

Dying young is like cutting a flower before it blooms. Maybe the younger you 

are, the closer you are to death. And then as you get older you get closer again. But where 

are you the farthest? Maybe nothing separates us; maybe it's just an eye blink away. 

Maybe that's what's behind the wall.  

I see my camera on the table. I remember taking a couple pictures before my shift 

was over. I aimed the camera randomly around the room, closing my eyes, hoping to 

capture something.  

The bed looks bigger when I get up from it. I don't know why, maybe because I 

laid down in it. I leave and put the key back, taking a detour through a back yard and 

ending up on Fourth Street. I listen to rain slap the leaves; it sounds like a hand slapping 

skin. I kick a pinecone, kick it again and then stomp on it, pushing my foot down until it's 

almost level with the ground. I lift it; there is a mound of dirt.    

The Garrison's front door is open. Maybe Ed wanted to listen to the rain. I see him 

through the screen sitting on his plush recliner. His mouth is open, and he looks like a 

baby. When you get old you go in reverse, the body decomposing like a flower, 

becoming softer and sweeter until it is infinite.  

Their house always smells the same, like corn muffins and clean socks. He opens 

his eyes and I gasp.   

"Holy shit," I breathe. "Hi Ed, How are you?" 

"Okay." 

Alva and my mom couldn't have gone far. I sit on their plaid couch. They used to 

invite people over from the Witherspoon Inn next door to have tea and cookies.  
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"How are you?" Ed always sounds so opaque. I look at his hands, which grip the 

chair. They are like my dad's, darker than the rest of him, so wrinkled they are almost 

smooth again.  

"How are you?" he asks. His eyes are the only part of him that has gotten deeper. 

They seem to extend endlessly inside. They remind me of Fiona's. Eyes that seem to ask 

questions no one has the answer to.   

"Are you hungry?" I ask.  

"Sure." 

I go into the kitchen and come back with the last two chocolate muffins. Alva 

bakes these for the Inn, and she usually sends a bunch over with my mom.   

Ed just stares at the TV. I wonder when the last time my dad came over here was. 

My mom is here all the time. She never acts like anything is wrong with Ed. I think she 

does this for Alva, but if I were Alva, this would make me feel worse.  

"Where's the remote?" asks Ed. 

I don't see it, and I don't bother to get up and look, either. There is a flatness in the 

room that won't go away; everything seems embedded with its own ending. I can't come 

over here without feeling sad anymore.   

"I don't know," I say.  

He points to the camera on my lap and the corners of his lips turn up slightly.  

"I've been taking lots of pictures," I say. 

We used to talk about art. Ed was a painter. He and my dad used to come back to 

our house after a day of shrimping and drink beer outside and my mom would turn on 

music and cook whatever they caught. Ed was always asking questions about my life.  

I pick out the chunks of chocolate, because I'm not that hungry. I hear a sound and 

look over, and it's just Ed enjoying his muffin. 

I wonder if Ed feels claustrophobic in his life. He's reached the spot where life 

stops giving back to you. Instead it just takes things away. Everyone must reach it at 

some point. You stop recognizing yourself in the same places anymore. But the world 

remembers. It holds you. So how do you take yourself back, when you're even not sure 

where you've gone?   
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When Fiona and I walked home from school together, she'd be smoking and 

talking about Leif. Toward the end, she'd go the entire forty minutes without even letting 

me talk. I stopped listening and started having conversations with myself in my head.  

I never told her how I felt about Leif. I couldn't; it seemed like he belonged to her. 

But some part of me wanted to take that away; I wanted it for myself. I don't know who I 

really wanted, whether it was him or her.  

The night I saw him under the bridge, I felt the future pulling me into it; I felt like 

my body was just an outline, filling out a mold that was already set up for me. When he 

kissed me, I wasn't even there. I don't even remember what it tasted like.  

I just filed it away in my brain. I felt nervous every time I was around Fiona. I 

imagined her hearing it from someone else. I had a dream she was stabbing me, dragging 

me across a kitchen floor, and I was awake through it all, astound at how much blood was 

inside me.  

I want to tell Ed about what happened. He won't understand. 

Ed's paintings are all over the room, some hanging, others leaning or stacked, 

waiting to be framed, put away, given away. There is one in my room he painted of me 

when I was twelve. He told me to hold still for twenty minutes and painted me with long, 

disorganized strokes.  

I look at one of the ocean that's leaned against the radiator.  

"When did you paint this?" I ask. I lift up the painting to show him. It's small and 

so abstract I don't know which side is supposed to be the top. But I like it; it's brown 

mixed with black mixed with blue.  

"That one?" 

"Yeah. It's okay. Nevermind." 

"Give it to me." I give him the picture.  

"This one was, before you were born." 

"What's it of?"  I can't help but see it as strangely prescient; the chaos he knew his 

mind would become.   

I'm pretty sure he doesn't know. He used to tell stories about his pictures. I hear 

voices outside on the porch.  
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"That's not going to be until October," my mom says. The door opens, and walks 

in, pulling her hood down.  

"Oh, Lorraine. What are you doing here?"  

"Nothing," I put the picture back where it was. "I just stopped by to talk to Ed."  

"You like that one? Take it. We have too many, and I don't know what to do with 

them all." Alva picks up the picture. "Let me get a plastic bag for you." 

Normally I'd say no, it's okay, but I decide to take it.  

"Can you check on the oven when you get home? I left the chicken in on low."  

"Sure mom." 

"Before you go, take some muffins." Alva says this form the kitchen.  

"I already had one, thanks."  

She walks out with the picture in a plastic bag. Her white hair is long and wavy. 

She looks old, but her smile is youthful   

"Thanks," I say. "I'm going to go." I'm glad my mom gave me an excuse to leave. 

Once I get onto the street I start running. It's finally raining harder. A cramp drives up my 

side, and my camera case bounces off my chest like an extra heart. I tuck it under my 

shirt. I stop at Dr. Gory's memorial. For some reason, I want to leave the picture there.  

I am thinking about my dream. There must be a language for everything, some 

way of expressing even what we don't know. Maybe everything has it's own language, 

and communicates itself. You just have to listen.  

I pause there a moment, then go in my house. The lights flicker but don't go out. I 

check on the chicken and then go upstairs to my room. I throw my math books on the 

floor. 

Scrolling through my pictures, I see the Coke can, the old man, Thomas, and a 

few that are a blur. I open my window. Outside the night swirls, arguing with itself, 

lamenting something long gone. I watch my mother walk hurriedly down the street. She 

looks distressed even when she's alone. I turn off my lights. Soon I hear the door 

downstairs slam. 

"Lorrie?" Her voice is like a funnel out of darkness.  

Outside the night is dense, untiring. The rain is like a song I don't know the words 

to. I think of Fiona and I, and how we are alike; how the two of us are like lace, both of 
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us made up of holes, little bits of emptiness clinging to one another until they form a 

pattern. And the longer you look at it, the more you see.  
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Open Doors 

 

 

My dad used to promise me every winter that he’d drive me up north to see snow, 

but one of us would always get sick, or some part of the car would break, or else he’d be 

too busy with work. Since around when I turned thirteen, we stopped being close. The 

best way to describe our relationship is like putting two magnets together at their same 

poles; they naturally repel each other.  

This year my aunt and uncle are coming for Christmas. I think it’ll be nice; my 

parents are always happier when other people are around. I told my mom I’d dust, and I 

have to stand on our kitchen table to reach the top of the bookshelf. There’s so much dust 

up here. Even from just a few feet higher, the room looks so much smaller emptier than 

normal. I rest two fingers on the ceiling, looking down.  

I toss the rag into the washer from a few feet away and make it in. In the kitchen 

there are ripped open paper bags all over the table and counters with a few chocolate chip 

cookies on them.  

My dad drinks beer out of a wine glass. I turn on the faucet and squirt some soap 

onto my hands. I look out the window, and the line between the ground and sky looks 

wobbly and arbitrary, like it could anywhere. 

"Are you making oatmeal raisin?" I say, opening the fridge.  

"What’s that?" 

“Never mind.” 

“I’m making all the normal ones.” He stands in front of the electric mixer, 

watching it turn. “If you make something, clean it up. I need a pristine work space.” 

You’re making cookies, I think, not building a house. Maybe this job he’ll 

actually finish. I take out a piece of ham and a piece of cheese and eat them. I have to 

leave for my soccer game soon. In my room I realize I left my shin guards at Dave’s, so I 

tell my dad I’m running over there and he can pick us both up.   
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Outside the sun is shining hard. There’s no wind. I cut across the golf course, and 

I see two guys on a golf cart nearby. Both stop what they’re doing to stare at me as I pass. 

I hate how old people think they own Florida. What, do they expect me to take the street 

when I’m just walking? 

 Dave’s garage door is open. This would be the first time he’s ready before me. In 

it he is sitting on a beach chair in his boxers and a t-shirt, smoking a joint. 

“My dad is going to be here any second.” 

“Shit. Take this.” He hands me the joint. “Leave me some.” 

“Don’t forget my shin guards.” 

He slams the door. The joint is expertly made, probably from his brother Drake. I 

take a puff. Even though I have a bowl, I think joints look cooler. I like how having to 

concentrate on them. 

I keep thinking I hear my dad’s car driving up the street. I open the door and look 

in Dave’s house. No one’s here; I wonder where they all went? Finally he comes back 

with my shin guards and I hand him the joint. I keep looking down the street, but I don’t 

see my dad. We’re probably going to be late. I’m nervous because I’ve never smoked 

before a soccer game.  

When he does get here I make sure not to look at him while I get in the car. On 

the drive there we just listen to music. I keep changing channels and for once no one yells 

at me. I hope we don’t smell. 

After we get there Dave and I shoot on our goalie, Chris. I don’t feel it until we’re 

in our positions, waiting for the ref to blow the whistle, and then it’s like I’m aware of all 

the cells and organisms inside my body, how complex they all are, how if one little thing 

went wrong I wouldn’t be alive. We put so much faith in our bodies.  

Jon has the ball down the field, so I sprint to catch up. He tries to score but 

misses, and they kick a six. Watching everyone back up, I get the sense that everything 

we do is for some reason, and yet the point to life is that we’re not supposed to know 

what the reason is. I see my dad standing on the sidelines, his arms folded. If we knew 

what the real reason was, it’d erase everything we already knew.  

Every time I get the ball I pass it. I don’t want to look like an idiot and do 

something stupid. I look behind me and see Dave bracing himself for the ball, running 
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back and forth across the field. He looks like he’s ready to hurl himself into traffic. The 

thing about Dave is that he would, if he just had a remotely good reason to do so.  

There’s a clusterfuck in front of our goal, and the other team gets three shots 

before Chris throws himself on the ball. I don’t know how he does it. I hate all the 

pressure of being goalie.  

Halftime comes, though it only feels like only few minutes have passed since the 

game started. I look up at the sky, sagging with clouds, and for some reason I feel older 

than the grass.  

Dave mops his face with his soaking shirt.  

“My heart is out of control.” 

“That sucks.” I don’t like thinking about hearts. I’m afraid if I became too aware 

of mine I’d make it stop, just because I could.   

My dad hands me a water bottle. It’s still very cold from all the ice cubes I put in 

it. As I drink I can feel certain parts of me opening up and taking it in. I give it to Dave 

and he dumps half of it on his head.  

“That kid playing center should pass the ball more.” 

“Okay, dad.” I wipe my mouth and look around to make sure no one heard him. 

We get into our positions, and the ref blows the whistle. This time Jon passes 

right away, though he doesn’t let me know and I’m not ready for it. Once I get control my 

instinct tells me to go straight for the sideline. My coach taught me this years ago. As a 

wing, you always have advantage of space. I make it all the way down the field and then 

kick it too far. When I get control of the ball and turn around, nobody’s open. I back up, 

the kid covering me giving me time to aim and nail the ball as hard as I can, and 

somehow it goes in on the right side, low and spinning. 

I just stand there. My teammates are all cheering; Jon leaps on me, nearly 

knocking me over. I look across the field and see Dave staring at the ground, kicking 

grass. My dad is smiling, his lips forming words, but I don’t know if he’s talking to me or 

someone else.  

We end up losing by one. When we have to line up to slap everyone’s hand, I see 

the kid who was covering me grinning with his teammates. There are some kids who I 

always want to slap real hard.  
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We drive home in silence. I just concentrate on the smoothness of the car. Being 

in the car with my dad always relaxes me. Whenever my mom drives she goes crazy with 

the brakes. After Dave gets out my dad starts fidgeting and shifting uncontrollably.  

“What’s wrong?” 

“Did your mother tell you about Aunt Nora?” 

“No.”  

He pauses.  

“They called yesterday. Your aunt is pretty sick.” 

“Sick how?” 

“She’s not sure. It’s a female thing.” 

I nod. My grandma just died last year. Going to her funeral was one of the worst 

days of my life.  

“How bad is it?” 

“They don’t know yet. There’s a doctor up here she’s going to see with mom.” 

“I guess she feels more comfortable seeing doctors up here because she grew up 

here.” 

He turns down our street. “I think that’s why.” 

“I would too.” 

“Try not to upset your mother, okay? She’s not dealing with this well.” 

“Okay.” 

The air is getting dark, all colors mixing with gray. As I walk to the front door it 

feels like everything around me is holding its tongue. I almost have to be quieter walking 

through it.  

 

* 

 

On Sunday my mom comes in my room to vacuum. I go into back into the living 

room and lie down on the couch. I hate Sundays. They long tunnel you can never get out 

of. I used to cry on Sundays when my parents put me to bed. Once our neighbors 

knocked on our door because they heard me screaming.  

The vacuum stops. My mom walks into the living room. 
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 “Are you following me?” I ask.  

She wraps the cord around the side of the vacuum. "Sort of.” 

I want to ask about Aunt Nora but I don’t know what to say. I get my book from 

my backpack, but I can only read ten pages before I feel so sleepy I can’t fight it 

anymore. It feels so good, letting go.   

When I wake up the house is dark. They must have gone to get pizza. Someone 

turned on our tree. It’s fake and small but I like it anyway.  

The front door shuts and I hear my dad’s footsteps.  

“Guess someone got hungry,” I hear him call from the kitchen.   

I can feel the air they bring in with them, cold and silvery, like a new coin.  

“What kind did you get?” 

“Half pepperoni and sausage, half plain.” 

I notice an ornament with a picture of me inside of it. It’s a wreath made out of 

clay and painted green, with a picture of me inside it. I’ve never seen it before. I’m 

smiling with all my baby teeth, my eyes dark and huge. I remember being in stores with 

my mom and having strangers complimenting my eyes.  

My dad hands me a paper plate with two pieces on it.  

 “Rory, I heard you scored yesterday. You didn’t tell me that.” My mom rests her 

paper plate over her crossed legs.  

“Yeah, we lost, so it didn’t matter.” 

“Of course it matters, “ she says. She quietly picks off a piece of cheese and eats 

it. 

“What movie did you get?” 

“The Mummy.” 

Usually my dad is the only one who watches the whole thing, because he picks 

them out. From the first scene I can tell it’s going to be stupid. I hate movies like this 

where I can guess how everything is going to happen and when.  

Usually my mom gets up after a little bit and says she’s tired. Today for some 

reason she stays, so I decide to stay, too. By the end I have to admit, it’s not as bad as I 

originally thought. Even though I knew how it was going to end, I still got excited.  

“Will you take Benny out before you go to bed?” my mom asks. 
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“Sure. I’ll do it now.” I fold up my plate and stick it into the trash, and my dad 

wraps the rest of the pizza in tin foil.  

“Don’t eat it all tonight, dad. I want a piece for breakfast.” 

“Funny, Rory.” 

“I’m serious.” 

 I watch Benny sniff around in the yard. It’d be cool to be a dog and live by your 

senses. I forget sometimes I even have them because I’m overly connected to my brain. 

But thoughts aren’t even a sense. They’re nothing.  

When I get back inside my dad is on the couch with the TV on.  

"I'm going to read.” I’m standing behind him.  

“Hey, come here a sec.” 

“What, I’m already here.”  

“What kind of cake do you think I should make for Christmas Eve?” 

“I don’t know. Whatever everyone else wants.” 

“That’s what your mother said. She doesn’t eat enough these days.” 

“She is pretty skinny. Doesn’t she always say she’s not big on dessert?” 

“All women say that. They’re afraid of getting fat.” 

I grab my book off the table. “I think she likes stuff with fruit in it. How about 

strawberry shortcake?” 

“Maybe.” He just sighs, so go into my room. I want to read at least four chapters 

tonight.  

Later my door opens, scaring the shit out me because I’d been half asleep with the 

book on my chest.  

“I think I will,” says my dad.  

“Will what?” 

“Make strawberry shortcake. That’s a good idea. She’ll like that.” 

“Alright. Turn off my light.” 

“Goodnight.” 

“Night.”   
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* 

 

On the bus Jeff is telling Ryan and I how his mom caught his stepdad cheating 

over the weekend. She found charges for a motel on their credit card bill.   

“He told her he was staying at his cousins, and she saw charges for the Roof on 

that night. I guess he meant to call and have them take it off. What an idiot.”  

The Red Roof Inn is where kids go to get hammered and stay the night.  

“I came home and she was crying, and I was like, mom, what am I supposed to 

do? It’s none of my damn business.” 

Jeff and Ryan used to be on my soccer team. I sit close to them but not close 

enough that I have to respond. I can get away with nodding.  

“When’s he moving out?” asks Ryan. Ryan’s parents are divorced, and he’s 

always in a good mood. 

“I think they’re going to get counseling.” Jeff shrugs. “He’ll probably do it 

again.”  

They both start laughing. I look out the window. The bus bounces over something 

huge. I always think that it’s person, judging by how loud the sound is. Whatever it is, we 

never stop.   

 In first period Mr. Moore tells us that if no one talks today he’s going to quiz us. 

As he writes on the board, I look at the medium sized pit stains in his light blue shirt. It’s 

only eight thirty in the morning. He should wear darker shirts. 

"Who would like to give a synopsis of chapter twelve?” 

I flip through my notes, pretending to decide what I want to say. The book is 

called The Jungle. It’s about this guy who works at a meatpacking plant and lives with a 

family of eight in this tiny room. He gets paid nothing and works all the time, and every 

time there’s just faint bit of hope, things get even worse for them.  

 “How about you, Rory? I haven’t heard from you recently.” 

 “Uh, I was just wondering why the author keeps getting our hopes up just to 

make more bad things happen.”  

Mr. Moore folds his arms. “You’re right about that. Does anyone have any idea 

why he does that?”  
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I look at Dave, doodling in his sketchbook. I can smell the marker he’s using from 

across the table.  

The girl sitting across from me raises her hand. She has short brown hair and 

wears a tight, lavender sweater. I keep forgetting her name.  

“I think it’s good to show that even though his life sucks he keeps trying.” 

“Good. Can anyone relate this to what’s going on at the time?” 

“If he didn’t make bad decision he wouldn’t learn anything,” says Dave, looking 

up.  

“What does he learn?” 

That quitting is a worthwhile option. Dave turns back to his sketchpad. I hear 

someone mumble that life is unfair. I think of my dad’s favorite saying is ‘Who promised 

you a rose garden?’ and smile. The bell rings.  

“Please read the next three chapters for homework.”  

I’m glad he didn’t quiz us. I have to read more. I’m not sure which chapter we’re 

even on. I write down the homework just to take up time. Last week I saw the girl who 

sits across from me cutting through the cafeteria to get to homeroom. I want to leave at 

the same time as her. Dave nods as he passes me, his headphones on.  

“After school,” he says.  

“What?” 

“I’ll see you then.” He doesn’t look fully awake yet.  

 “Hey,” I say, catching up to the girl in the empty cafeteria. “So, have you been 

keeping up with the reading?” 

“Yeah,” she says. “I usually make up whatever I can’t do on the weekends.” 

“That’s when I get behind.” 

She smiles. I want to ask her name, but she just looks ahead of her.  

“Hey, do you know when the essay is due?” What a stupid question. 

“In about a month. You have lots of time.” 

She smiles and turns the corner. I wish I’d asked her name. It’s been way too long 

in class and I should really know by now. I wish Mr. Moore said it today. What I wanted 

to ask her was what she’s writing her paper about. For some reason I really want to know 

that. 
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* 

 

Dave and I walk from the bus stop to behind the clubhouse, by the air-

conditioning units. A couple of old people float around in the pool. Dave roots through 

his backpack for the pot. He’s barely got anything in there compared to mine.  

"I’ll just explain what you miss,” I say. “It’s not that complicated.” 

“Will you help me write it? I can never come up with a good ideas about books.”  

“Sure.” I like helping other people with their homework. I learn it better.   

The trees by our subdivision got cut down recently to make room for more units. 

The stumps look like aliens standing there observing us. 

“Fuck!” 

“Dave, seriously, you have to be quiet. There are people right over there.” 

“They can’t hear. You can’t swim with hearing aids in.”  

He pulls out a can. 

“I must have smoked the rest last night. I don’t even remember. Sorry, man.” 

“It’s okay.” I chipped in ten bucks, but I already got to smoke a lot. 

“Let’s just use this. I’ve seen my brother do it a hundred times.” 

I shrug. “What is it?” 

“Air duster. You spray it in your mouth.” 

Dave goes first. When his lips turn blue I get nervous.  

“Your lips are blue.” 

“It’s the lack of oxygen,” he says, his voice deeper.  

He hands me the can and I hold it close to my mouth, close my eyes and spray. I 

don’t have the courage to keep my finger on it that long. Dave’s lips are grayish purple. 

His eyes look dead. Next time I take a bigger hit, letting all the chemicals explode into 

my mouth until they burn my tongue. It feels like I’m rotating around in the sky. I hear 

something and see Dave fall against the air conditioning unit, his neck at a strange angle. 

He starts flapping and flailing, and I try to say his name but my voice goes in reverse, 

starting outside and ending up in my mouth. Then he comes back. The whites of his eyes 

have gone gray.  
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“Are you okay?” I kneel down. There’s something hard growing in my stomach.  

“That was weird.” He pauses. “What’d I do?” 

“Fell,” I say. I see the can on the ground and pick it up so nobody finds it. While 

we’re walking home I throw it out in the first trashcan I see.  

 

* 

 

I keep forgetting about Aunt Nora. I wish they knew what was wrong with her. 

I’m not really sure how to act. I guess I’ll assume the worst.  

In the kitchen my mom smokes out the window. She’s smoked since she was 

fifteen. 

“What are we having for dinner?” I see measuring tape and a half eaten banana on 

the kitchen counter.  

"Baked ziti. Don’t you remember asking for it? Your aunt and uncle are getting in 

around seven. I haven’t heard anything about traffic yet.” She looks anxiously at the TV. 

After a few seconds she changes it to one of her shows. She’s always saying how much 

she hates these but she watches anyway. I bet she could summarize the entire season if I 

asked her.  

I watch her stretch to reach the boxes of pasta from the top cabinet without 

offering to help. I examine three spotted bananas in the fruit bowl and throw away a 

rotten orange. Then I toss my backpack on the couch and go out onto the patio. My dad is 

out there, kneeling in front of the garden. He’s wearing jean cutoffs that are 

embarrassingly short. I never realized how weird this was until one day Dave came over 

and pointed it out.  

“Shit!” He jumps back and scrambles to his feet. The weed he’s holding drops to 

the ground. 

 “What?”  

 He doesn’t turn around. I thought he’d be surprised to hear my voice. 

“What is it?” 

“Snake.” 
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“Oh.” Snakes are pretty common in Florida. The ones we get aren’t harmful to 

people but they still freak out my dad. Whenever I see one, I secretly consider it good 

luck.  

He bends his body forward and with an exaggerated moan picks up the weed and 

drops it into a brown paper bag.   

“Do you need help?” 

He wipes his hands his thighs. “Sure. Go put on some gloves.” 

“By the way, you’re head’s burning.” 

He touches the thin, crackly skin of his bald spot.  

“It’s fine. Well, get me a hat.” 

I find a pair of work gloves on his tool bench. They’re big, and on the inside they 

feel like old skin. On a hook above the bench is a brown hat with a brim. 

“Here you go.” I hand him the hat. 

 “Thank you,” he chirps. My dad is in a good mood when he gardens. I start at the 

opposite end and dig my hands into the hard dirt. There used to be plants here but they’re 

all dead. I think they may have been vegetables. 

I grab clumps of weeds and chuck them onto the grass behind me. I can’t get 

down far enough, and when I pull I hear all the tiny roots snapping. The pile behind me 

keeps growing bigger, but there are a ton more weeds. I grab a bunch at a time but end up 

just ripping the tops off some.  

“Why don’t you just dig up the entire garden with a shovel?” 

“Then I’d have to buy new dirt. Dirt costs money.” 

“How much?” 

“Depends on the type of dirt.” 

When I was younger, I used to do my outside chores with a Walkman on. I’d 

work for hours because I was having such a good time listening to music.  

When I take off the gloves, my hands feel smooth and dry, like the dirt. I leave 

them on ground and walk around to the front of our house. Across the street is the 

Elkinson’s, with its bright green door and orange shutters. The garage door is open and 

Mark and his brother Jesse are on the driveway playing basketball. His hair has gotten 



  123 

long since the last time I saw him. When Jesse misses Mark runs into the street after the 

ball.  

"What's up, man?" he says when he sees me.  

"Not much, what’s up with you?” 

"You free to play a quick game?” His eyes flicker with excitement. 

“Sorry. I got stuff to do.” 

He dribbles the basketball. Jesse just stares at us. He’s always been sort of a 

weird. Their whole family is like that.  

“Do you know anything about how Dave’s brother is doing?” 

“Drake?” 

 “Yeah.” 

“Why?” 

“I heard some shit about him. Probably shouldn’t have opened my mouth, but I 

figured since you were friends with him…” he trails off.  

I try to act like it doesn’t bother me. “I don’t think so. What did you hear?” 

 “That he overdosed. Had to go to the hospital.” He dribbles the ball through his 

legs. “I think it was like, a week ago?”  

I turn around and pretend to look for something around my house. Why wouldn’t 

Dave tell me? Maybe it’s not true. Mark runs toward the net, shoots and makes a layup. 

Jesse runs after the ball.  

“What on?” I ask.  

Mark jogs back out into the street. “Acid.” 

Drake’s been doing acid for a while. I didn’t know you could overdose on it. I 

keep nodding.  

“So how’s home school?” I ask.  

“Blows. How’s real school?” 

“Blows.” 

I can see the scar on the top of Mark’s forehead from where they removed the 

tumor. I bet he’s growing his hair long on purpose.  

“Nice hair. Anyway, I’ll see you later.” I start to walk toward my house. 
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“I just like knowing it’s there. Hey, if you ever want to hang out, just call. Better 

yet, knock. I’m always here.” His smile looks like it did when we were kids. He used to 

tell me sick shit and then laugh when I made a face.  

“Sure.” I go back around and see the bag of weeds but not my dad. I go into my 

room and get my bowl, and since no one is in the kitchen I leave a note saying that I went 

to Dave’s for a few hours.  

There are a few golf carts on the course today, and I have to pass right by one. 

The two people in it are silent. I hope it’s not the guy who yelled at me that one day. Part 

of me wishes it was, so I could tell him to fuck off.  

I knock on Dave’s door. No one answers, so I just open it. I hear them talking and 

eating dinner in the dining room.  

“Rory?” His mother calls out. 

“Yes,” I say. 

“Rory!” Dave’s little sister shouts. I walk into their dining room.   

“Are you hungry? Sit down, take some bread.” 

“Thanks.” I let his mother cut me a huge hunk of Italian bread. I love the bread 

they get; it’s always crusty on the outside and inside soft as a cloud. Dave’s dad passes 

me the butter without saying anything. Across the table, Dave chews a huge mound of 

spaghetti.  

“What’s up?” he says, and a few pieces drop from his mouth.  

Melinda starts laughing wildly.  

“You like that?” Dave opens his mouth and lets more chewed up noodles fall out. 

“Stop that, David. Melinda, finish what’s on your plate, and you’ll get an ice 

cream.” 

“But I’m done.” 

“Rory, would you mind getting up and getting us a napkin?” Rory’s mom is 

holding Melinda’s wrists so she doesn’t touch anything with her dirty hands. I grab the 

napkin holder and set it down on the table, then take out two and hand them to Mrs. 

Figurito. 

“Thank you.” 

 “Sure.” 
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“I hear you boys are reading about the prohibition.”  

It takes me a few seconds to register that Dave’s dad is talking to me, and a few 

more to make sense of what he said. 

“I think the book we’re reading takes place before that.” I look at Dave but he’s 

mopping up the sauce with his bread. 

“What’s the title?” 

“The Jungle.” 

“Never heard of it.” 

“The project after the break is about the twenties,” says Dave.  

“My father was a boy then. The twenties was a very interesting time. A lot has 

changed since then.” He pauses and then gets up. Their house smells fresh because they 

leave the windows open and put on fans. Even when it’s quiet it doesn’t feel too quiet. At 

my house sometimes I can hear blood pounding in my ears. 

“Minnie Mouse, get yourself some ice cream and I’ll read that book with you.” 

Dave grins at me and takes his plate to the sink. When I see his socks I realize I forgot to 

take my shoes off. I pry them off under the table and push them against the wall.  

While Dave is reading with Melinda I help his mother clean up. I feel like just 

thanking her is not enough for all the food she gives me. I grab the Parmesan cheese, the 

butter, and the salt and pepper and put them all where they’re supposed to go. 

“Thank you, Rory. Your mother must be very grateful to have you.”  

“Yep.” 

Putting containers into their freezer is like playing a game of Tetris. Everything is 

labeled and dated with masking tape. I pick up a frozen Tupperware container with the 

date of either 2006 or 2008. I can’t make out what’s inside.  

“Would you like some ice cream, dear?” Mrs. Figurito takes longs swipes of the 

counter with a yellow rag. She’s so short she needs a stool to reach the high cabinets. I 

don’t think what Mark said was true; she wouldn’t be so happy. It’s normal for Drake not 

to eat with everyone.  

“No thanks, I have to eat with my family.” 
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“Okay,” she says cheerfully. She picks up a light blue frame with Melinda’s face 

in it and wipes underneath. I can’t see it but I know it says Jesus Loves Me across the top. 

Most of the decorations in their house have to do with Jesus.  

 In the TV room Dave closes Melinda’s book, but she’s watching Dora the 

Explorer anyway. There are DVDs all over the floor and pieces of paper with paint 

splotches on them on the coffee table.  

Dave and I go up to his room. I don’t hear any music coming from Drake’s room.  

“Did you bring the bowl?”  

I check my pockets and it’s there. I don’t even remember putting it in. “I got it.” 

While Dave packs it I look at the crucifixion picture hanging over his bed. I 

wonder how old it is. I’m not religious, but something about the shape of it compels me 

to look at it. You can see all of the muscles and bones under his skin. His face looks 

peaceful.   

 Dave puts the packed bowl in his pocket and shuts his door. He tries Drake’s door 

but it’s locked.  

 “Fuck.” 

 As we pass the kitchen I can hear his mom singing to herself. We’re quiet as we 

walk past the study. No one knows exactly what Dave’s dad does for his job, not even 

Dave, but sometimes he’ll stay in there all night with the door locked. 

“Did I ever show you this?” asks Dave. On the wall is a picture of his family at 

the beach, all of them wearing white and making various, candid-like poses. Dave and 

Drake are both grinning, their eyes huge.  

“Drake and I smoked a bowl on the way there.” 

“Nice.” 

Dave gently opens the door to the grandparents’ apartment. His grandparents 

don’t live here anymore because they’re both dead. We sit at the kitchen table, which is 

covered by a light blue tablecloth and on top of that a plastic one. They had plastic over 

their furniture even when they were alive.  

Dave opens the window, and I imagine opening the old green refrigerator and 

seeing all this rotten food inside. The air smells stale and overused, like it’s tired of being 

itself.  
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Dave lights the bowl, hits it then hands it to me. I haven’t smoked out of it for a 

while. It’s all different colors and it has an evil looking clown on the side that I named 

him Jack. I got it in Tampa. 

“Remember when we came downstairs that time the whole kitchen was filled with 

smoke?” 

 Dave exhales. “Dude. That was fucking nuts. Drake’s such an idiot.” 

Drake had left the toaster oven on. No smoke alarms went off for hours, and after 

we finally got all the smoke out and opened the oven, there was nothing left.   

“Remember when we smoked in my basement and your face turned green?” He 

smirks e.  

“Yeah. That sucked.” 

“And you put your head between your legs?” 

“You need to get blood to your head if you’re going to pass out.” 

“Remember the time you tried to puke out the window of my mom’s minivan, but 

it didn’t lower all the way and it got all over you?” 

“Yeah,” I say, smiling. I’d gone on the Gravitron at the fourth of July fair. It was 

awful and I never went on again. I hit the bowl and give it to Dave. Dave lights it and 

takes a long hit. When he’s done he looks at his palm. "It would be cool to read palms. 

Maybe that’s what I’ll do.” 

"I heard a palm reader tell someone once, 'You’re going to have two homes at the 

end of your life.’ I think she meant, like, life and death.”  

I hold in the smoke as long as possible, then open my mouth wide and watch it 

seep out.  I probably have to be home soon.  

Through the window I see Dave’s neighbor’s pool glittering. I really want to go 

in. I love the feeling of being surrounded on all sides by something. I especially love 

flying in airplanes, though I’ve only done it once.  

Dave walks over and taps the ashes out the window. They don’t have screens on 

their windows, for some reason.  

“That pool looks awesome.” 

“I know. Do you think he’s home?” We’ve been in their pool lots of times. The 

kid who lives there, Teddy, always lets us in. 
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“Garage doors are closed. Let’s go see.”  

We go out his grandparents’ front door, on the other side of the house. There are 

weeds growing all around the steps. We just sit on the grass and wait. If Teddy’s home 

he’ll be outside. Soon enough we see him walking around the side of the house, Popsicle 

in hand.  

 Dave jumps up. “Hey, Teddy, Can I get one of those?"  

"I got the last one,” he says. He smiles and all his teeth are green. “You want 

some Gushers?” 

“Nah,” says Dave at the same time as I say sure, but Teddy doesn’t hear me.  

“What are you guys doing?” 

“Nothing,” I say. I want to ask what he’s doing but the answer will probably be 

something stupid about his babysitter or his brother.  

“We were playing with pots,” says Dave. 

"Why pots?" asks Teddy. There is green all around his mouth. “You mean the 

ones you cook with?” 

"Are your parents home?" I ask. 

"No. Shelby is inside with Tony watching Veggie Tales. He was sick this morning 

and threw up his chicken nuggets all over her." Teddy starts laughing, and so does Dave. 

“You want to go swimming?” asks Dave. “Tell Shelby we’ll watch you.”  

“Sure,” he says, and he starts walking toward the back of his house. This kid is 

always in his bathing suit. The one he’s wearing today looks brand new and has Sponge 

Bob on it. 

Teddy lets us in, and Dave takes off his shirt and shorts and dives in with his 

boxers on. I do the same. Teddy stands there with his pointy green Popsicle. 

“This is great,” says Dave when he comes up. “Thanks Teddy.” 

“You’re not coming in?” I ask him. 

He shrugs. “I’m a little cold.”  

“Look,” says Dave, pointing to the street. Mark and his brother are riding bikes, 

circling around near Teddy’s house.  

“Look at his brother. That’s his only friend. They probably want us to invite them 

over. Hey, let’s start screaming, like we’re having a lot of fun.” Dave shouts and flails his 
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arms around, slapping the water and splashing me. I go under and swim as far as I can 

toward the opposite side of the pool. 

“What the fuck,” Dave says when I surface. I look over and see Teddy walking 

back towards his house. 

Dave gets out and walks to their pool house, tries the door, then hops through the 

bar.  

“Yo!” I hear him shout. I quickly get out of the pool.  

“Look at this!”  

I peer through the bar and see him holding a small baggie of white powder. I 

glance at Teddy’s house then climb over the bar. It smells like chemicals in here. The rug 

looks brand new. I open the fridge and see a huge box of Popsicles. 

“You want one?” 

 “No.” 

I take a yellow one.  

“Think they’d know if we took a little?” 

“I bet. I’m sure it was expensive as shit.” Teddy’s parents are always having 

people over their pool until late, and we can hear them across the neighborhood.  

“Not if we took a little. Besides, what are they going to say, ‘Did you kids steal 

our coke?’ Shit’s illegal!” 

I wish Dave never found the bag. I just wait.   

“I’m going to do a little. You want some?” 

“No. I have to go home and have dinner with my family.  

 Dave opens the baggie and taps out a small circle onto the granite countertop.  

“No wonder they have such raging parties,” he says. He taps a little more out.  

“Have you ever done coke before? How do you know that’s what it is?” 

“It has to be. What else could it be? Heroin doesn’t look like this.” 

I don’t ask how he knows. 

“Drake had it one time. It looks like this. I can’t believe I’m getting this shit free.” 

He just stares at it for a second. I have to keep looking through the bar to make sure 

Teddy isn’t coming.  

“You have a dollar, bro?”  
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“In my shorts.” I try the door, which isn’t locked from the inside, and jog over to 

my shorts, taking out my wallet. I pick the newest one-dollar bill I have.   

“Here.” 

“You’re awesome.” He rolls it up first against the table and then between his 

hands. “You got a credit card in there?” 

 I go back and get my wallet. I hear Teddy inside yelling something at his 

babysitter. 

 “Hurry up,” I say.  

 He uses the card to form two short lines. I watch him snort half of the first before 

yanking his head back. 

 “Fuck,” he says. “It burns.” 

 I hear a door slam, and I bite the top off the Popsicle. I have to keep it moving in 

around in my mouth because it’s so cold. 

 “I think he’s coming back out.”  

 Dave does the rest of the first line and looks up at me. For a second I see his eyes 

flash with fear. “You sure you don’t want to do this other line? Oh, you’re having dinner 

with your folks, never mind.” 

 “I’m good.” 

 “Guess I won’t be going home for a while.” He snorts the remaining line and then 

wipes the counter off with his arm. We both hop over the bar and jump into the pool. 

 “Where did you find the baggie?” I ask when we surface.  

 “It was just laying out.”  

 Teddy is fiddling with the gate that leads into the pool area.  

 “Let’s go,” Dave says.  

 We get out and grab our shit.  

 “Tony and Shelby are coming,” says Teddy. The handle on the gate comes to over 

his head.   

 “Sorry, little man.” Dave ruffles his hair and walks past him. I don’t look at him 

as I walk by.  

 “Where are you going?” he shouts. His mouth is clean now, and he’s eating carrot 

sticks from a baggie. 
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 “Got big kid stuff to do. Homework.” 

 We walk out onto his lawn. The grass feels cool and soft under my wet feet. I like 

how after I get out of a pool my skin picks up even the slightest breeze.   

“You feel it yet?” I ask Dave once we’re out in the street.  

 “Definitely.” 

 “Cool.”  

 Fuck it, I think. He’ll figure it out for himself. When we get to the path he’s 

bouncing his head around. 

 “What are you going to do?” 

 “Take a little journey.” 

 Dave likes to go exploring. Once we got high and ended up hopping this fence to 

a farm and hanging out with some cows. 

 “Hey, did anything happen to Drake recently?” 

 “Drake? No.” He looks down. 

 “I was just wondering.” 

 “Actually something did happen. But everything is fine now. He’s fine.” 

 “Oh.” I wait for him to say more but he doesn’t. “Okay,” I say. 

 “He just needs to get his shit together, that’s all.” 

  I just nod. I don’t want to be standing there anymore. If he’s uncomfortable 

telling me he doesn’t have to. 

 “I won’t say anything,” I say, moving in the direction of my house. 

 “Thanks. I know you won’t.” 

 I turn. When I get close I see my aunt and uncle's blue minivan parked out front. I 

go in through the garage and grab a Gatorade from the fridge. I need something to do 

with my hands. 

Uncle Bill and Aunt Nora are standing in the hallway between the foyer and 

kitchen. Their duffel bags on are the floor next to them.  

"You got taller," says my aunt. Her facial expression always looks the same, like 

she’s thinking of something she hates.  

I open my Gatorade and the plastic pops loudly. 

"Hug your relatives,” says my dad. 
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I move forward and let my aunt pat my back awkwardly. I can’t even get my arms 

around my uncle. I barely come up to his chest.   

My mom sips white wine. She’s wearing a different shirt from earlier. She always 

wears this one around Christmas because it’s red and green, even though it’s not 

Christmasy. I look at my uncle’s jeans, spotted with paint.  

"I like those.”  

"Yeah? I can make you a pair, real cheap.”  

 “They charge eighty bucks for those somewhere, I bet,” I say. I like my uncle. 

 “Rory, take their duffel bags. Please,” adds my dad.  

"I got it, Ken," says my uncle.  

"How’s school?" asks my aunt. I don’t know why all of a sudden she’s so 

interested in me.  

"It's good. About once a day I'm happy to be in school, when I actually think of 

something I've learned.” Everyone laughs, but I was just being honest.   

"Why don’t you set the table?" My dad loves to look superior to me in the 

presence of others. He takes my aunt and uncle’s bags and points to the beers lined up on 

the counter. "Pick your poison, Bill. Nora, we have red or white, whichever you’d like.” 

I take out five plates, and when I put them on the table it sounds like a chime. I 

get out the silverware and fold napkins at each person’s place. I never know which way 

the knife faces. I try to think of which way would be less likely to cut a person, but they 

seem the same. Then I excuse myself to feed Benny while my mom and aunt talk. 

When he sees me Benny gets up, the circles of his chain rising until they form a 

line. He follows me to his dog bowl and I pour a cupful of dry food into it. I touch its 

spiny edges, which he's mostly gnawed away. We have to keep him chained during the 

day or else he runs into the golf course. My mom doesn’t like fences.  

When he’s done I rub his ears. They’re so velvety. I like the feeling of dogs’ 

tongues. The sky is streaked with all different colors. On one side near the horizon it’s 

dark blue, but on the other it’s still light. It feels I’m in two different worlds. 

I hear the porch door shut. My dad drags two plastic chairs across the patio.  

“What is he, Ken?” 

“The mutt? No one knows.” 
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 “He’s half beagle,” I say. “Half something else. “ 

I like the sound of bottles on concrete. You can hear all the individual grains of 

sand clashing.   

"Get hit with any golf balls recently?" asks my uncle. 

"Nope." I walk over and sit on the grass. 

My uncle takes a sip of his Budweiser. "You're in ninth grade?"  

"Eighth." 

"I had my first crush in eight grade," he says.   

“Who was she?" asks my dad. It feels like I'm deflating and coming back down to 

earth. I hate this feeling. It’s like being forced into a small cage. 

"She sat next to me in Chemistry. Name was Nancy. She told my friend she 

thought I was funny." He takes another sip. "She was blonde. Looked nothing like Nora." 

He smiles. 

     “Dad, did you have lots of girlfriends before mom?” 

 “Your mother was my only girlfriend.” 

 “Really?” 

 “I remember when they started dating,” says my uncle. “Nora invited your mom 

over for dinner and she brought this guy with long hair and shifty eyes. He wouldn’t look 

any of us in the eye.” 

 My dad’s laugh seems to echo from all around us. 

 “What about you, Ror, you got a girlfriend yet?” asks my uncle. 

 “No.” 

“Hold off as long as you can.” 

“I kind of like this one girl.”  

 “Who’s this?” asks my dad.  

 “I don’t know her name.” 

 They both laugh.  

“Give me a second.” My dad groans as he stands up. He’s been doing this ever since he 

put on weight. I think he’s going to make a phone call or something, but he comes back 

with a shoebox.  

 “I saved all this stuff.” His smile is crooked.  
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 Inside are pictures and receipts and bottle tops and what looks like a bunch of 

trash to me. My uncle takes the box and lifts up a few papers on the top. 

 “I don’t want to mess with any of your stuff, Ken.” 

 “I got a lot more receipts inside on the kitchen table.” He laughs, but no one else 

does.  

 I take out a picture of my dad, and he looks about my age. He has big eyes and his 

smile is flimsy, like he’s not sure if he wants to be happy or not.  

 “When was this taken?” I ask. 

 “That one was taken by mom’s mom.” He takes the picture from me. “I was about 

to start my first job, teaching at a community college. It was my first day. I didn’t sleep at 

all the night before.” 

 “How’d it go?” 

 “Good. I stumbled over my words at first, but then it went fine. I’m sure it was 

just as boring as any other introductory physics class.” He chuckles in a way that makes 

me think that to him it wasn’t boring at all.  

 “I didn’t know you taught physics.” I thought he just had an interest. He’s always 

explaining it to me when we’re out at restaurants, writing on napkins. 

 “Didn’t last long. I needed something a little more unpredictable than teaching.” 

He turns his bottle upside down, dumping the rest on the grass.  

 “I should put this away before your mother sees. She’d be embarrassed if she 

knew I was showing off old pictures of her.” 

 “Wait, let me see one of mom.” 

 He digs around in the box. “Here, this is a good one. She always said she was fat. 

I don’t know what she’s talking about.” 

 At first I can’t tell it’s her. She’s leaning against a wall holding a beer bottle. She 

is sort of smirking, half smiling, like she thinks whoever is holding the camera is being 

funny. She’s a lot bigger than she is now, but she doesn’t look fat. The only thing that 

really looks like her are her eyes; they look so happy when she smiles. I used to cover her 

mouth with my hand and tell her to smile or frown, and I’d guess which one based on her 

eyes.  

 I hand it back to my dad and he puts it in the box. 
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 “I’ll go find out when dinner is.” 

 The door shuts. Benny gets up a couple feet away then lies back down in a similar 

position. 

 My uncle drinks the last of his beer and stands. “Your dad was a crazy man. Once 

we were in our twenties and he tried to get your mother into a movie for free. Said she 

was fourteen.” He chuckles. “Didn’t realize how that made him look.” 

 I grin. My dad can be funny. 

 “You’re not like him, don’t worry.” My uncle ruffles my hair.  

  

* 

 

The last day before break Mr. Moore catches Dave doodling. Dave acts stunned, 

and then Mr. Moore tells us all to take out a piece of paper and write our name at the top. 

I’m pissed at Dave, even though I finish with ten minutes to spare. Dave's still chewing 

his pencil when the bell rings.   

At lunch I sit with the same two guys from the bus. Sometimes we don’t have 

much to say. I used to think it was awkward, but now I don’t. It’s so loud in the cafeteria 

that it’s kind of relaxing just to listen to the noise.  

I see Dave a few tables away, standing behind over a bunch of older guys and 

craning his neck to get in their conversation. I try to look away but he sees me and 

motions for me to come over. I throw out the rest of my ham sandwich, open my Dr. 

Pepper and walk over. For a minute he doesn’t turn around. 

“Hey,” I say finally. 

“What’s up?” he says, happily turning around.  

“Nothing.” 

“I have a five o’clock. I have to give the old man credit, though. Put his foot 

down. You want to hang out later?” 

“Maybe,” I say. I want to ask him about how the coke thing went but the bell 

rings and everyone is up and rushing to get out of the cafeteria. Dave lopes off into the 

hallway, back to class or the bathroom or wherever it is he just came from.  
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After the final bell rings I walk by the cafeteria and see Dave in there, reading the 

book from history. Everyone is spaced out by five or more seats. I’ve never had a five 

o’clock before. Towards the back I see the girl who sits across from me in history. She’s 

wearing a white shirt with a cream-colored jacket, writing in a notebook. I wonder what 

she did to be in here. Hopefully it wasn’t anything too bad. She looks up and when she 

seems me I wave. She smiles and waves back.  

On the walk home I feel weightless and quick, like a snowflake whizzing through 

the cold air. It snows here about once every five years, and everyone freaks out and 

throws sheets over their shrubs and the whole town looks like a mental institution.  

I love days when I know I don’t have school tomorrow. It feels open, like there 

are no ceilings in my head. It’s even a little cold. Maybe I’ll go home and put on a thicker 

shirt.   

I walk up to the house and my aunt’s car is gone, and the garage door is open. My 

dad’s car is in the driveway. I walk up the front path and hear him cursing and muttering 

to himself. I have a feeling that whatever he’s doing in there isn’t good. I don’t know 

why, I can just tell.  

“What are you doing?” I call from the front patio. He doesn’t answer. 

“Dad!” I bet he can hear me. I just go inside and change and bring Benny back out 

with his tennis ball.  

My brain feels off today. It’s like there’s a line drawn down everything and there 

are two sides of reality, and I have to choose which side I want to be on. It feels like there 

are two worlds happening at once. 

 I lob the ball high for Benny and he catches it in his mouth.   

"Nice!” 

My dad walks out of the garage. 

"Come in and make sure it looks okay." 

"What?” I say. 

“I got you a new desk.” 

I have to think for a second. “What’s wrong with my old one?”  

“Found it in a dumpster and I fixed it up nice. It’s much nicer than your old one.”  
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He always pretends not to hear me so he can just go on with whatever he wants to 

do.   

“I like my old one,” I say. I have my name carved in it. And I like that it’s old.  

Benny curls up next to my leg. Someone told me that dogs do this to show 

dominance, or maybe it was cats. I’m about to throw the ball again when hear my dad 

dragging something to the end of the driveway. I try not to look over.  

"Why don't you just use it yourself?" I say after he’s done. 

“I don’t need a new desk.” 

“Well, sorry, I don’t either.” 

 “I guess I thought my son would appreciate his father doing something for him. 

Boy, I was wrong.” 

“You got a desk out of a dumpster. What makes you think I want that?” 

“I don’t care where it came from. You have no respect for hard work. You just go 

to school and read half of your little book and ace your easy tests. Life is easy at fifteen. 

Wait until you get older. It ain’t fun anymore then.” 

He slams the front door. I look at the desk. I wish he'd ask before doing 

something for me.  

It’s actually not heavy. As I’m dragging it into the garage Benny gets under my 

foot, and I scrape my stomach on a wood corner.  

“Dammit, Benny,” I say. “Get the fuck away!” Benny runs into the yard. I feel 

bad and have to go play with him more before I go inside. 

 

* 

I like to put gel in my hair on special occasions. I use the size of a nickel, and if it 

still doesn't look good I add the size of a dime. I never put more than fifteen cents of gel 

in my hair. 

"Hurry it up, Prima donna. Your mother wants pictures."   

I lock my door. From under the mattress I dig out a pair of pantyhose I found 

sticking to my clothes last week. I put them on, feeling sheerness trap all the little hairs 

on my legs. In the mirror I examine their silvery firmness, the muscular bulge of my butt. 
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Then I take them off and jerk off into a paper towel. I wrap both things in a plastic bag 

and shove them deep into the trashcan.   

Outside my mom, aunt and uncle are standing around, waiting. My aunt looks like 

she could be twelve in her velvet red shirt and black pants. My mom is wearing a black 

dress with sleeves, and my uncle has on a blue blazer with a yellow tie.  

“I like this,” says my mom, tugging at my sweater. I decided to wear my striped 

shirt underneath it.  

“Where’s dad?” 

“Getting the camera.” She lights a cigarette and blows smoke away from me. I 

want to take a drag.  

 “Where is he?” I ask after a few minutes. 

My uncle walks over to the garage and yells his name, and my dad comes out the 

front door carrying a bunch of stuff and looking confused.  

“Everybody go over by that tree. I just have to set up the tripod. It’ll take a 

minute.” 

“Hope we make it in time for dessert,” says my uncle. I smile. I don’t care if we 

make it to my grandparents at all. We go there every year and it’s never fun. But then, it’s 

frustrating just to wait.  

“Dad,” I whine. My aunt keeps checking her watch and looking around 

impatiently. My mom stands there with her arms crossed. I don’t think she’s changed 

positions at all since we first came out here. 

“Let me take one of you guys,” says my uncle. My dad lets him have the camera. 

I’m pretty sure the tripod broke last year and this exact same thing happened. 

“Rory, you should get in the middle.”  

I stand between my mom and dad and feel my dad’s heavy arm drape around me, 

my mom’s soft shoulder. I can smell both of them at the same time, and they smell the 

same as they’ve always smelled.  

My uncle stands under the tree, crouching down so he can get us into the frame. 

My aunt takes a few steps back so she’s not in the picture. After he’s done my dad goes 

over and takes the camera. He insists on taking one of every possible combination of 
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people. There’s one of my aunt and my mom, one of my aunt and uncle, and one my 

aunt, uncle and me.  

“Okay Rory, now take one of just the adults.”  

He hands me the camera. I stand under the tree. They smile without looking 

happy or sad. I guess they look a little tired.  

“Dad, smile.” 

“What’s wrong with my smile?” 

“It’s not a smile.” 

 “Come on, Ken,” says my mom.  

“Alright. Everyone say, Penelope Cruz.” 

My uncle is the only one who says it. In the picture he looks funny, but I don’t 

feel like taking a new one. 

In the car we listen to the oldies Christmas station. I’m sitting in the way back. 

My dad is driving my aunt and uncle’s minivan. Soon I’m lost in a daze, counting every 

time I see the color red, either on a house or in a light. I hear my mother exclaim, “He 

didn’t want to come out!”  

"You were comfortable in there," says my dad, looking at me through the 

rearview mirror. I pretend not to be interested and keep looking out the window.  

"I had to drive to the hospital after work,” he says. “She'd been in labor for a few 

hours already. I hardly recognized her, she was so pale and drugged up."   

We wait at a light. I wonder why you can never see the light changing, only notice 

after it’s changed.  

"The night before she was craving Chinese food and she drank a martini." 

“It was a Manhattan,” she corrects him. "It was my only drink the entire 

pregnancy. You know me, I could never drink that hard stuff."   

"Will you let me finish, Judy?" 

"Sorry." 

My dad pauses. “I made her the martini, er, Manhattan, whatever. The only other 

drink she'd had during her pregnancy was a glass of red wine at an Italian restaurant. And 

she only finished half of it. That night she wanted Chinese food. She never liked it 

before. Said it tasted like cats.” 
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Usually my mom gets mad at my dad for talking about her in the third person in 

front of her. I find myself excited to hear the rest of the story, even though I’m angry at 

him for telling it. 

"The next day, Rory, you came flying out of there like a bat out of hell! You were 

about a month overdue, did you know that?" 

"Yep”. He's told me this a thousand times.  

"If we’d known that all had to do was poison you with a martini and Chinese 

food, you’d have been an April baby.” He grins at me in the rearview window and I keep 

looking away.  

"Do you like Chinese food?" my aunt turns around to ask me.  

 I shrug. “We don't get it enough for me to have an opinion on it.”  

I notice the droplets on the window before I hear their soft pattering. They run 

down in crooked streams, and I pick one drop to watch roll all the way to the bottom and 

off the window. The smaller ones get stuck and have to wait for another drop to come 

along and pick them up on its way down.  

 

* 

At my grandparents, right when you walk in they have a fake white tree with gold 

ornaments and a gold garland. The only colored ornaments are the Florida Gators ones 

that belong to my grandpop. Underneath the tree are several wrapped boxes of banana 

bread that my grandmother bakes every year. There is a smaller one with my name on it 

that has chocolate chips. I always eat it on the ride home.  

I turn on the TV and try to find a Christmas movie, but my grandfather yells at 

me. 

“It’s a tradition in this house to watch sports on Christmas Eve” 

You watch sports every single day, I think. You can’t turn it off for one day? I 

walk over to the table with the appetizers. Each year the food gets farther and farther 

away from what I like.  

All the adults gather around the bar. My granddad's doesn’t let anyone back there, 

not even my dad. He thinks that the minute another person goes behind the bar something 
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important is going to break. I think it happened one year and after that he stopped letting 

other people make the drinks. 

This year my dad doesn’t drink anything. I know he and my mom like to have a 

Christmas Eve cocktail before they go to bed.  

"How is that?" asks my aunt, pointing to a tray with some blobs of white fish on 

it.  

"I don't eat fish." 

"Oh." She doesn’t touch it. 

“It’s probably good, though.” I eat several pieces of different types of cheese 

before I have to stop because I start to feel full. I go into the kitchen for a soda and when 

my grandmother sees me she gives me a kiss. Her lips are dry and she kisses me on the 

cheek.  

“Will you bring this out there, sweetie?” 

“Sure, grandma.”  

I carry a ceramic dish with something white and bubbling in it and place it down 

on a wreath potholder. My dad dips a Triscuit in it.  

"Try it," he says.  

"Is it fishy?" 

"It's cheese," he says with his mouth full.  

I dip in a Triscuit in and immediately spit it into a napkin. 

“Dad!” 

" A little fish won't hurt you. Hey Bob, you want an olive?” 

“No thanks. Don’t like them.”  

My dad turns to me. "Rory?" 

“Okay. Toss it to me.” I back up and open my mouth. I catch it on the first try. 

"Another," I say.  

"I didn't know you liked olives," says my mom. "I'd cook with them if I knew 

that." 

"I only eat olives if they're airborne," I say. I back up farther and knock over one 

of my grandparents’ indoor plants. All the red lights strung up on them go out.  
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For a moment no one knows what to do, and then my dad starts fiddling with the 

plugs. My uncle helps him fix the lights while I just stand there. By the time my 

grandpop comes back with the seltzer bottles they’re back on. Afterwards we sit on the 

couch, and I try to distract myself with these mind puzzles my grandpop has, while the 

rest of them watch football in silence, except for my grandpop shouting occasionally.   

I leave to go to the bathroom. The bathroom in my grandparents’ house is weird. 

It’s dark blue and even with the light on is still dark, like cave. I don’t like thinking of the 

two of them in here. The thought of old peoples’ bodies grosses me out. I look in the 

mirror and try to smile; I’ve been trying out new smiles lately. I used to smile with my 

mouth closed because I had braces, but since I got them off I like smiling big, using all 

my teeth. I don’t care if it makes me look like a maniac. 

When I get out everyone’s already at the table. I find the place card with my name 

on it, next to my aunt and my grandfather. My dad lights the tall red and green candles in 

the middle of a table with a lighter.  

“Rory, will you say grace, please.”  

My grandpop asks me every year.  

“Dear Lord," I say, looking down at my hands. "Thank you for family, food, and 

our health. Please keep the troops in Iraq healthy and bring them home safely.” I say this 

last part to please my grandpop.  

For dinner there is chicken with some cream sauce that I have to scrape off 

because it sickens me. And pearl onions, which we have every year. They look like 

eyeballs. I take two. When the basket of rolls comes around I take three.  

"What's this thing?" I ask. It’s a black shiny, hairy thing in my salad.   

"It's an anchovy," says my dad. "Give it to me if you don't want it." I put it on a 

plate and hand it across the table to dad but my grandfather raises his hand up and glares 

at me, so I just leave it there. It looks like something that belongs in the ground and I 

don't want it touching the rest of the salad.  

"Tell your grandmother about school," says my mom.  

"After the break me and my friend Dave are doing a group project on Louis 

Armstrong, the musician." 

"I see you've been keeping up with your grammar," says my dad. 
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"Interesting," my grandmother rasps. "What class did you say this was for?" 

"Humanities," I say, biting into a roll. I purposefully use the formal name.  

"It's a class so the smart kids can feel superior to everyone else."  

I get up, going around my aunt's chair. The table is parallel with the wall and I am 

happy that she's so skinny. 

"Sit down," says my dad. 

He gets up to stop me. My mother says his name and my grandmother lets out a 

moan. Sorry, I want to say. He puts his hands on my shoulders like he's going to force me 

back, and when I duck and move to the side he grabs my arm and twists it around my 

back. My mom screams, and he keeps twisting, and I think that it would be funny to take 

a bite out of his shoulder. I do it, and he yells out and lets go, and as I fall I hit my head 

on the arm of the couch. My periphery starts to fade to white. I feel happy and calmer 

than I have all night. I want them to let me stay there. I think I’d be happy if I could. But 

my grandfather jerks me to my feet and leads me into the kitchen. I wait for him to yell at 

me, but he just takes a bag of frozen peas out of the freezer and puts it on the table next to 

me. I hear him and my dad talking in low voices and the front door slams.  

My mom brings in the plates.  

“Sorry, mom.” 

"It's okay, honey," she says. She’s crying.  

Afterwards, the four of us are sitting in the family room watching A Christmas 

Story. I remember the Christmas dessert my dad was supposed to make my mom. I 

wonder why he never did it. My mom and aunt were out all day yesterday and he’d had 

plenty of time to do it.  

“Rory, this is the best part.” 

I watch the little boy come out into the snow with a huge snowsuit on. I wonder 

what it’d be like to feel so warm and protected in the midst of all that show. I sit next to 

my mom, and she even laughs out loud at a few parts.   

 

* 
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We stop at Burger King on the way home, and I get a number three, no pickles, 

with a vanilla shake. I eat the whole thing in the car in about five minutes. We don’t drive 

around and look at lights like we usually do. After I get out I remember about the banana 

bread and I have to go back into the garage for it. 

"How’s Aunt Nora?" I ask my mom when I get back inside. My aunt went to bed, 

and my dad and uncle are walking Benny. 

“She’s doing okay. We’re just a little scared. The worst part is that she’s not 

going to be able to have kids.” 

“Really?” 

 “She has endometriosis and she has to get all her reproductive organs removed.” 

I remember learning a little about the female reproductive system in health. I wish 

I’d paid more attention.  

"What do they do with the organs, once they take them out?” 

“Throw them out, I’m sure.” 

 “God, I wonder how that must feel.” 

“Awful. Don’t bring it up around her.” 

“I won’t.”  

“Don't look at yours," says my mom. She’s letting me help her bring out the 

presents from the garage and arrange them under the tree. This is the first time they’ve let 

me see my presents, even wrapped, before Christmas. My dad likes to make a big deal 

out of holidays. After we finish, I go out into the garage to see if we missed anything. I 

find a small box on the ground. It’s for my dad, from himself. Probably a pair of socks or 

something.  

Outside I hear people in front of Mark’s house. I put down the present and walk 

out onto my driveway. I look around for Mark but don’t see him. There are a few cars 

parked outside that I don’t recognize. An older couple gets in one and turns it on. 

Back inside my mom is smoking out the kitchen window.  

“You smoke a lot,” I say. 

She exhales. “It’s hard to quit.” 

I don’t say anything. 
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“You know, your grandma used to love decorating with you. Do you remember 

helping her hang ornaments? You loved the balls, because when you looked in them they 

changed the shape of your face.” 

I have vivid memories of hanging up ornaments and making Christmas cookies 

with my mom's mom. I watch my mom walk over to the shelf where they keep the liquor.  

“She always let me lick the batter when we made cookies,” I say. “Dad would say 

no then do it himself.” 

She laughs, exhaling smoke. She rests her cigarette on the ashtray and takes out a 

brown bottle. 

“Do you mind if I make myself something?” 

“Why would I mind?” 

“I have no clue.” She opens the bottle and takes a small glass down from the 

cabinet.  

“What’s that?” 

“Oh, your father’s scotch. Don’t ever drink it, it burns all the way down.” 

I want to ask her why she’s drinking it but I don’t have the heart.   

After she takes a few sips she looks a little happier.  

“Do you remember how Sneaker used to eat all the ornaments that fell? And the 

tinsel? He used to make such horrible noises vomiting that up.” 

I can remember my dad screaming and trying to pull a strand out of his mouth, 

and the dog choking. It was pretty horrifying at the time.  

“I’m glad we have Benny.” She takes a sip. I can tell she’s in the mood to talk 

now, but I’m tired.  

 “When’s dad getting back?” 

“They went for a walk. Should be back soon. Go to bed, I have Benny to keep me 

company.”  

I smile and lean over to pet his head, then hug my mom and go upstairs.  

 

* 
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In the morning I wake up and just lie in bed. And I remember my dream; it was 

about Drake. It was snowing and we were on our way to school, and we saw him out the 

window, walking through the snow. He smiled and looked up as we passed. I asked Dave 

what he was doing, and Dave said his that Drake decided he couldn’t live at home 

anymore. The bus driving over the snow was so smooth, like being on a cloud. 

I get up when I hear a banging sound. I’m irritated because I’m still tired. Maybe 

I’ll even drink coffee so I can be in a better mood.  

Everyone is standing around in the kitchen in pajamas and robes. My dad walks in 

with a shovel. 

"What's going on?" I ask.  

"There’s a bird in the sunroom," says my uncle.  

"Seriously?"   

"Birds inside are a bad omen," says my aunt, taking a sip of coffee. She looks 

nervous. 

“Why?” I ask her.  

“They’re supposed to predict death.” 

“Oh,” I say. “Is it hurt?” 

"We're not sure," says my mom. Ash crowds the end of her cigarette. I wonder 

what it sounds like. I’m kind of scared to hear it.  

"It shit on me!" I hear my dad yell. 

“Are you going to do anything?” I ask my mom. She hasn’t even started breakfast 

yet. 

“What am I supposed to do? Your father’s taking care of it.” 

I walk into the sunroom, and the door to the outside is wide open. I can hear the 

wings flapping. Then I see it, a small brown thing floating up near the ceiling, then 

lowering itself about a foot. It looks strange close up, inexplicable as any other living 

creature seen for the first time.  

My dad swings the shovel right near its head.  

“Dad, can’t you just leave it alone? It's not hurting anyone."   
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"You want to clean up bird shit?" This time he comes close to hitting it. I look at 

his t-shirt, stained with what looks like coffee. His plaid pants are too short for him. They 

might even be my mom’s.  

"I think it’s mental," says my aunt. She stands in the doorway with my uncle 

behind her, and I can almost see all of him. 

"It's suicidal," my dad says. “A suicidal bird.”  

I grab the shovel from his hand. The bird is up in the corner, flapping around.  

“Give it to me,” he says. “We have to take care of this before we do anything 

else.” 

I just hold onto it. I don’t want to say anything because I’m afraid of what it’ll 

sound like.  

 “Leave him be,” says my aunt. “Rory’s always been the animal lover. Not you, 

Ken.” 

My dad looks at her. "Fine," he says, wiping his forehead. "You're on dead bird 

duty."   

I take one more look at the bird and then close the door to the rest of the house. 

My mom makes chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast, and I eat a bunch even though I'm 

still full from the Burger King I had last night. We have grapefruit, my dad's favorite. We 

only have it once a year because it's bad for his blood pressure. I think I hear wings 

flapping every time there is a silence.  

After breakfast my mom makes hot chocolate with melted milk chocolate, then 

puts whipped cream on top, putting extra on mine. We all go into the family room. 

“Wait,” says my dad.  

 “Can’t we just open presents for once?” I ask. 

 “I have a videotape of Christmas since before you were born. Every year I do 

one.” 

 “I know, but let’s just hold off on it for now,” says my mom. 

 “I don’t see what’s so wrong with recording special days.” 

 The way he says special makes me want to laugh. It’s like he said it on purpose, 

to be funny. 
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 “Dad, you’re the only one who watches them. Mom and I have good memories. 

We’ll make sure to tell you all the stories when you get old.” I smile at him.  

 He lets himself fall into the chair. “Don’t fictionalize anything. I know how you 

two get.” He finds his glasses on the table and puts them on. “Okay, everyone get your 

presents. Rory, you’re first.” 

I gather all mine up and start opening them. I get a new soccer ball from my aunt 

and uncle and some gift cards from my parents, to specific stores I asked for. My dad gets 

me a tool set. My mom looks excited, so I pretend to be. 

"Now you can fix your desk when it breaks," he says. 

While my aunt and uncle open theirs, I kick the soccer ball against the wall with 

my barefoot, counting.  

“I’m opening yours now, Rory,” says my dad.  

I look up. I got him a picture frame with a picture of us in it, from last Christmas. 

We’re standing in front of the house, exactly like this year. My parents look the same, but 

I look definitely younger, with my long hair and baggy pants. 

“Thank you Rory. This is very nice. I’ll bring it into the office.” 

I nod and go behind the tree to get the last present. I’d forgotten about this one. I 

put it under the tree in November, when I got it. It's a rock I found this summer by a lake 

in Clearwater. I wrapped it in newspaper.  

“Here,” I say, giving it to my mom. At first after she unwraps it I don’t think she 

likes it.  

"I thought you might sit it out somewhere," I say. It’s all different colors with lots 

of purple, a color she likes. My aunt asks to hold it. 

“It’s beautiful,” says my mom. “Where did get it?” 

“I found it by this lake in Clearwater.” 

“It’s a good find,” says my uncle. 

I nod. “Thanks.” 

"From me," says my dad, handing me a small box. 

"Another one?" I say. I hate opening presents from him. There’s always some 

hidden message, or else it’s blatantly something he wants. But this time it’s an iPod 

shuffle.  
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"For those walks you go on after school,” he says.  

"I always see young people with them," my mom adds.  

"Thanks," I say, turning it around in my hand. It’s small and white. It says it holds 

4GB worth of music. I ask my dad how much this is. 

“About a thousand songs,” he says.  

“Cool.” I lay it on the table and when I go into the kitchen for more whipped 

cream I remember about the bird.  

"Say hi to your best friend," my dad calls from the other room. 

When I open the sunroom door, the bird is gone. Of course, I think. I walk outside 

and look up, stupidly expecting to see it.  
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Ordinary Thursday 

 

 

When I first applied for a job at Frankie's I got all dressed up and everything. I 

even wore make-up, even though I've been told by strangers that my skin is like 

porcelain. A few months later and that was the end of putting any effort into my 

appearance. I come in with wet hair piled on top of my head like a soggy animal, big 

purple splashes under my eyes, my pants and shirt a splatter painting of white dirt, 

something I didn't know existed until I was forced to wear all black while working in a 

restaurant. I never clean my apron, either, just flip it, and once it got so bad the managers 

asked me to change it. I thought that was quite an achievement.  

I like to run before work, especially when it's so cold you feel inhuman out there. 

I wear several pounds worth of clothing that during the run sap up all my sweat and 

wrestle with my body, trying to force it to the ground. I both hate and love all the 

sensations I experience on my run: the pain of muscles burning, the cold that petrifies my 

body and face, blood vessels opening like tiny butterflies under the skin, and the 

numbness that enables me to go just a tiny bit further than I told myself I had to. I run up 

the huge hill to my old elementary school, and as I'm trotting along the path, I look into 

the dead fields and imagine that somewhere beneath the layer of ice and hard dirt there is 

life.  

My body temperature drops steadily all morning. I eat my apple with peanut 

butter, the amount of peanut butter equalling more or less the size of a fingernail sliver, 

and I eat my protein bar slowly, sitting down, savoring the fake chocolatey crust, picking 

up crumbs off the counter with the licked pads of my finger. I dry my hair in the parking 

lot with my heating vent and then run into work as quickly as I can without getting a 

wedgie.   

Today the weather is warming up, which means I get to wear less clothes on my 

runs which means I will feel lighter and less grounded to earth, which is the point of my 

runs. I fasten my squiggly silver ball earrings into my ears and spray my torso and neck at 
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a distance with Dream body splash.  I purposefully don't use cover up, I don't need it, 

except for right under and over my eyes, where there is a bluish tint and a frizz of purple 

veins. I do not mind a splash of color here and there.  

Already I feel better. On the way to work I still feel heavily embedded in time; 

muscles twitching from overuse, cheeks gorged with blood, shoulders slumped in 

satisfaction. Parts of me remain connected to what is around me, the parts I'd dropped 

intentionally on my run so as to not have anything left when I returned. I see them as I 

drive, winking at me in the blank pavement, swinging me high fives from the streetlights.  

And on the way home everything reverses itself; sometime during the day a 

change takes place, I don't know when or how, but I slowly lose myself to something 

greater, and all that I gave away turns to emptiness, and I will no longer be able to find 

myself in anything.   

I've developed an irrational love of Thursdays from spending almost my entire 

life in school. In my mind each day of the week is associated with a color, and Thursdays 

are tan, sand-like and shifting, capable of filling any space. Tiny grains of Thursday roll 

down the funnel of night into the wide, drifting beach of Friday, whose opaque water 

carries you up the slope of its highest, strongest wave, and on whose crest you balance, 

barefooted.   

Whenever I wake up I am filled with hatred, and though some of it gets let go into 

the run, there is still a whole hell of a lot when I get to work. The only thing that soothes 

some of it away is the easy, unemotional blank of the chairs and tables and floors I see 

once I enter the restaurant. The hard surfaces remind me of walls, that I do not have to 

feel what I don't want to feel.  

I feel both heavy and light as I walk in; heavy because my body no longer wants 

to move after being forced through yet another fifty minute run on a rudely cold morning 

and rewarded with only an apple and a small protein bar. Light for the same reason. Some 

days I feel very lightheaded on my way out because I haven't eaten, and these days, 

combined with the days I make the most money, are the times I feel the most successful.   

But I enjoy the interplay of opposites, the transition of full to empty. If nothing 

ever changed from being rigidly and detrimentally alive to being an elegant and mistaken 

death I don't know what I'd do with my mind or time. That and waitressing is like any 
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other game you learn to manipulate with your hands and mind. I have gotten good at it 

the same way I got good at Mario Kart with my brother in the third grade. Here the prize 

is not only money, which I use to show my parents I'm not using them by living at home, 

but the sense of having done something for society that can be visually accounted for. 

Even on the days I get cut early, with less than twenty dollars, I still feel like I've 

accomplished something merely in getting dressed and driving to work. I have stepped 

out of one self and into another, and that to me is an accomplishment worth just as much, 

if not more, praise than getting the right plates to the right tables.  

Today we finish getting the restaurant ready quickly and everyone is quiet. For 

once I don't feel left out because I don't have anything to say. There's something peaceful 

about working quietly. It is like a machine functioning smoothly. That to me is reason 

enough to live.  

Normally people socialize and talk about their drunken evenings and I smile with 

my pleasantly wan face, trying to let everyone know how easygoing and fun loving I am 

even though they've never experienced it. Other times I get irritated because they stand 

around and I have to get all the plates out and take all the chairs down and wipe all the 

tables and get the goddamn silverware, though it's so heavy no one can argue that you're 

not a strong woman when you weight a hundred pounds and can lift half your weight in 

silverware. And every now and then a manager will notice and smile or someone will 

make a reference to what a hard worker I am and all the bad feelings will just sit beneath 

me and scowl, and above it all I will be just free, open space.  

We are allowed to sit only after we are done getting the tables cleaned and set and 

done doing our individual jobs for that day, whether it be bar and beverage, which 

involves lifting heavy buckets of ice that I often imagine snapping my arm bones in two; 

or kitchen line, which is the most irritating because you get to see how little work the 

night shift did, which is always much less compared to the lunch shift, and also it's the 

filthiest, you have the pleasure of coming into contact with all the indescribable nastiness 

every restaurant is replete with. Or bread. If I am assigned bread, which usually is not 

posted on the wall where it should be, and I have to march all over the restaurant, because 

march is all you can do in these huge no-slip shoes, four times without finding someone, 

then I am irritated as fuck. Added to this is the fact that while doing bread, one day a 
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week you have to be inside the freezer for prolonged periods of time, in order to sort the 

frozen rolls from their bigger bags into smaller bags. It really makes you evaluate if you 

want to live in a world or a body that can feel such terrible things. There is not even a 

mental illness great enough to account for the pain of being incredibly cold. I remember 

when I realized I could wear my jacket and hat into the freezer, and even though I'd look 

stupid I'd be warmer. This was one of the greatest discoveries I've ever made to this day.  

I prefer bar and bev, despite the ice, because it's the cleanest job, and it involves 

slicing lemons, which is fun no matter how you cut it. And there is no marrying of 

disgusting ketchups or drizzling salad dressing from a large plastic container into a metal 

bowl and inevitably drizzling some on your shoe or pant leg. When you cut lemons you 

get to sit at the bar, too. There are only two other times you're allowed to sit there, when 

you're rolling silverware at the beginning of the day and when you do it at the end.  

After we're done our jobs and sitting at the bar rolling out silverware, our 

manager, Tia, reads us the specials. I write these down in my black server pad, which I 

felt special upon receiving because when you play waitress as a child this is the big 

selling point, your own special pad and pens to bring around and your own special code 

language of food and then the climax, delightedly punching in buttons for orders. As long 

as I worked there I always enjoyed these two things, the writing and the punching of 

buttons.  

I write down the specials, which they are never all that special but I get excited 

over them anyway, because I love our chefs and I love food. They are usually just a 

different type of nut and cheese on the salad, a different ingredient added to olive oil for 

the dressing, and then some permutation of whatever fish or meat they have leftover from 

the night before. But the chefs always present everything so beautifully, and I don't think 

anyone notices but them and me. And there is always a new soup and sandwich for the 

soup and half a sandwich special. Actually the sandwich is either tuna or chicken salad 

and the soups are whatever the chefs made that morning, and which we are no longer 

allowed to eat in little ramekins because the owner figured out how to be cheaper than he 

already is.  

The managers, Tia and Marissa, are a tag team of youthful blonde vivacity. They 

are so beautiful and have such great personalities that when you leave work it's better to 
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tell yourself they don't exist at all to make life seem better. In the morning they smile 

warmly at us like mothers and communicate to all of us without speaking how we are 

their own beautiful children. Every now and then they will predict whether or not they 

think we will get a hit that day. Being a manager you have a system for figuring this out, 

which I as a server do no have. This is our big distinction. They wake up in the morning, 

and immediately their sensors are tuned, whether it is while watching the news or 

toasting their bread or doing the two hundred sit ups Tia claims she does every morning, 

to the notches of disappointment or success their servers will experience later in the day. 

We are their soldiers and they are our generals. Today Tia points her nose into the air and 

judges by the angle of sunlight or by the changes in pressure or tone in the muscle in the 

back of her throat, for instance, whether or not today will happen. 

"Mm. I don't know." 

This means no. They also have a special language for communicating this, 

because you can easily fuck up the day by dreaming that you have a tighter hold on it 

than you do. I would give Tia about an eighty percent effectiveness rate for predicting 

hits, and Marissa about a sixty. I attribute this to Tia having given birth more times than 

Marissa, and thus her antennae are stronger. 

It is relaxing to just sit and roll silverware, because usually we are not in a big 

hurry to start the day, and also, mainly, because customers haven't come in yet even 

though we are open. I enjoy doing it because it is clean, and because it is a mixture of 

enjoyable textures and objects, such as napkin and knife. Really it is like this: you roll a 

little burrito of silverware up and then line it up precisely in the bin, and you push all the 

little burritos over so you can make room for more, and some bins inevitably look sloppy 

and you bring these in the other room, because you are superior with the cleaner bin.  

After that we just stand around, but if we or the managers are feeling especially 

effective we will do one of the little special set jobs for each day, like wipe down the bar 

stools (I hate this one, the positioning always reminds me of uncomfortable sexual acts), 

clean the high shelf that goes around the restaurant, or organize all the shit that has made 

its home at the server station. My personal favorite meaningless job to do, though no one 

asks me to do this, is lining up and taking inventory of all the lips glosses that have been 

left at the server station over the years by various female employees. I never give into the 
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urge to swipe one. Or I just walk swiftly and importantly around the restaurant like a sail 

blowing in a breeze. Or I go to the bathroom and, shocked by the diminutiveness of my 

reflection, hurry out, but not before drying my hands on the hand dryer that sounds like a 

jet engine and causes my skin to fly around my hands so it looks like I'm melting.  

If no one gets a table until after eleven forty five (we open at eleven thirty) this 

means either it will be cripplingly slow day, and every plate you touch you will dream 

about cracking over the head of yourself or someone else, or there will be a quick 

unnecessary hit that will leave everyone tired and bitter and disappointed by how little 

money they made for how much work they did. 

Right now it's eleven fifty, and I'm making myself decaf coffee. I don't drink 

regular because it aids panic attacks, and I don't ever want to have one here. I drink decaf 

with two squirts of milk and three Splendas, and always, always use a stirrer as the straw. 

I never let my lips touch the mug. I don't know when or why I made this rule but I always 

stick to it, and everyone knows my mugs by the little stirrers in them, and also once I 

went on a cinnamon kick and poured mounds of cinnamon in a tiny beach on top of my 

coffee and the managers could smell that too.  

The only thing that separates us now from our cars and our homes and our 

surprisingly ineffectual lives are the people who come in for lunch. But before that there 

is a lull in which the servers socialize, and even I socialize. It is the calm before the 

storm, though it feels more a dull tugging with all of my muscles until I'm not aware of it 

but I have shrunk a foot due to the slouch in my spine. Now is when the waiters and 

waitresses make silly conversation and exchange stories and gossip.  

There is Amanda, who is a model, or a cheerleader, or something in that category 

where your beauty is valued more highly than others because it is assumed that you have 

nothing inside. Amanda is actually nice and smart but a little cocky, not even about her 

looks but about the fact that she has worked here longer than most of us and knows 

everybody, and she acts like she's the daughter everyone wanted but never had.  

There is the bartender, Megan, and the hostess, Ellen, who are friends, and whose 

social life mainly involves this restaurant. They go out with and date other people in the 

restaurant, and I always, always feel inferior to them because they truly are the daughters 

the managers never had and also they do their work well without complaining and rarely 
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make errors. And if they do make any they are graceful about it, not loud, upset, 

blameless, ashamed, rigid, or indigent, like the rest of us.  

There are many more workers here; some have great qualities and more have 

interesting, out of the ordinary qualities and I get along with everyone pretty much the 

same, which is to say that we are acquaintances, even good acquaintances, but not 

friends. I don't know why I've never made the jump to friends with anyone here, but it's 

not a rare occurrence for me. Something tells me it has more to do with me than it does 

with them, but most of the time my brain tells me the opposite, and when I'm using all 

my energy during the day and my thoughts are no longer clean, I am instilled with a 

hatred for all the people who've ignored me here and thus I push myself even farther 

away.  

There's one server I'd actually call a friend, and her name is Alexis. I like Alexis 

because she comes in, does her work, and leaves. She has a life outside of the restaurant; 

she values work just the right amount, which is not too much but enough, and she values 

other people opinions just the right amount, which is again, not too much but enough. I 

used to dislike her because she was late every day and I thought she did it on purpose just 

to fuck us all over. But then on Valentine's Day her boyfriend was bringing her in on his 

motorcycle and he got into an accident and miraculously she still made it into work only 

about fifteen minutes late. So after that I started to like her. And whenever she gets here 

she goes immediately downstairs to get the ice, whether or not it's her job. Also she is 

strange. She works out every now and then with a trainer to the point that she can't move 

her body the next day. I like that she wouldn't think of this. She also drinks energy drinks 

with the nutrition information printed in another language and giggles as she shows me 

later when her hands shake.  

I have learned quite a bit about the other people here but I always keep my mouth 

shut about myself. I think the entire time I've worked here, unless I was asked directly, I 

was careful to give away very little personal information. But servers are like that; we 

don't know or remember each other's last names, our boyfriend's names, or anything 

about our education or home life, all we know is what kind of attitude we carry with us 

into the restaurant, and how easy or annoying we are to work with, because that is all that 

really matters.  
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Now we are just continuing the mood of being bored, and I am somewhat 

repulsed by myself, of course attributing the blandness to my own lack of personality. On 

other days there must be a special blend of personalities that is just enough to make the 

chemistry slippery and forgiving and even life-giving, but today there is a dullness that 

washes over everything with its obligatory dust mites that I cannot get out of my mind 

because they are so absorbing.  

I get the first table of the day. When Ellen walks over to tell me I know that 

although it is random, all the other servers are jealous and I get to swim around and buoy 

myself up in their jealousy a little until more diners come and the other servers inevitably 

get the better-tipping, happier, more attractive and talkative tables. But for now I am in 

first place by virtue of the fact that the other servers haven't started yet.  

"Two men at 105," Ellen whispers in a low voice.  

Go, she is saying. Deploy, soldier!  

These men are old and plain looking and they look exceedingly, laughably, 

disturbingly easy. They will order the simplest, most colorless things on the menu and 

will pay for their entire order in dimes. You could hire a mule to wait this table.  

And because I already have this in mind, and I know the table is going to go 

smoothly, I don't pay attention to the greeting as it robotically plays from my mouth.  

I put the coasters on their table and do the motion that you could call, whipping 

out the pad.  

"Bloody Mary in a tall glass with a lime," says the man on the left, who is 

wearing a denim shirt and has hard little eyes.   

"I'll have garble garble non alcoholic beer." 

"Excuse me?" I ask sweetly.  

"Garble garble." 

"Sure, let me just see if we have that."  

"What types of non alcoholic beer do we have?" I ask, walking over to the bar. 

The bar is about four feet from where I am standing. There are no other people in the 

restaurant.  

"Becks." I don't get along with Megan, though I'm not sure why. Something in her 

hair and in her body language told me that we weren't friends.  
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"Please don't yell across the restaurant," she adds.  

"Okay," I say, happy to appease her, even though I am pretty sure she is just 

saying this because she hates me.  

"We just have Beck's," I tell the man. He wears suspenders. He looks like 

somebody's grandfather, but not mine, thank God.  

"That's fine." 

That's what he said, I think. Thirty seconds later I am able to hear him speaking 

clearly in the past.  

I stand at the server station and wait for the drinks. Alexis and Amanda are in the 

other room today and I'm in this room with this guy named George, who I forgot to talk 

about earlier because a) I have something of a crush on him and b) he sort of repulses me 

and I don't know how to talk about it. But I don't know if the chicken came before the 

egg, if you get what I mean. All I will say about George now is that he's a soccer coach at 

a Catholic school and that he's a lot taller than me so I feel that we could have nothing in 

common, his world being way up in the air and mine being all the way down here, and I 

think this is what breeds some of the sexual attraction, this physical height distance 

between us. But he is boring, he doesn't bring any of his emotions into work to tangle 

with ours unintentionally and thus he has little effect on me throughout the day unless he 

flirts with me, and in this case I feel a little more like I belong in the world.  

I'm anxious to keep the momentum going and get more tables of different ages 

and demographics and economic statuses. That would be the server's dream, I think. I am 

watching the orange color the sun makes over the wood, and marveling about how colors 

just appear without you caring or making them, and how beautiful this is, how they just 

change and you can have no part in it, and then I see all the small dust flakes and feel that 

death has to always find some way to come in and ruin everything.  

I am both anticipating and dreading the point in the day that I know will come: 

where I have to shut my brain off and just go. During this period I lose time, things 

happen without me knowing it, and the work generally gets done, and also I do my best 

work. And all the while I am completely unaware of myself. But when I am through it I 

always want to pat her on the back.  
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The bartender Megan is dating the manager's son. He's cute, in a poor college kid 

sort of way. Sometimes I flirt with him but it's always by accident. I really don't know 

how not to flirt when talking to someone I find attractive. Really though I just see no 

other reason for talking to them.   

I get the feeling that more people than just Ellen and Megan don't like me here. 

How? By the attitudes they give me, the looks they give each other in my presence, the 

silence that follows things I say, the looks I never get, the invitations I don't get, the 

questions I don't get asked and the questions I do get asked, and so on and so on. I 

occasionally make stupid mistakes, but when I do this people seem to like me better. I'm 

sure if I stopped working here altogether people might think well of me in their own 

minds but I'd never be able to experience it. This might be as good as it gets for me here.  

I don't care, because I am a good server. The only person who needs to be able to 

tolerate me is the manager, and she more than tolerates me. I don't mind doing my work 

and just leaving. It's what I get paid to do. And I never have fun if I do stick around after 

work or come back at night, I just feel like an ass because I can't dance and I barely drink, 

so I have nothing in common with these people. So what? I keep asking myself. Why do 

you care so much if they like you? You don't, is always my final answer.  

Today is unusually warm for February. It rained last night, and I had thought the 

noise was coming from inside my own head. I was typing in my room and I thought it 

was just the sound of my thoughts plinking down on the rooftop of my mind, and I was 

disappointed to find that it was not, that instead there was this endless, melodramatic 

tinkling on my house that would not listen to or obey me. Walking into the restaurant this 

morning from my car, there were puddles, and I felt the same way I did last night, that I'd 

forgotten about rain, and that snow could reverse itself. There was something putrid and 

rotting in the air, the stench of death, through which you always imagine life. I thought of 

spring. And now I imagine myself emerging from work into an opaquely blue day, my 

mood being equally flat, blue and nothing.   

Megan has to call me over to get my drinks because I wasn't paying attention. I 

listen to the fresh clap of my shoes on the floor, like the rubber you peel off something 

brand new to reveal its intestinal shine. There is dust collecting in the air and it holds 

itself there like it has a mission of being in my way.  
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Placing the drinks down, I read the specials with as much vivacity as I'll have for 

rest of the day. Of course I will fake my peaks many other times, as women do, but right 

now I can actually see and hear and taste and understand the language of color in my 

head associated with each word and feel all their peculiar mechanics as they sink or swim 

on my tongue and round themselves out against all other sounds in my mouth. And I feel 

a certain bliss associated with such a thing as restaurant specials, and how every day our 

hopes bank on the fact that some new innovation in our endlessly repetitive menu will 

spark some fervor in the belly or imagination. It is a beautiful thing.  

Both men order the Guinness stew, unsurprisingly. At first they are surprised that 

such a thing exists, and just like that they are reconciled to getting it. Of course, I think. 

Everything about the word Guinness appeals to a man, or to a woman who has any desire 

to feel like one, and don't we all.  

I take their food orders, because they are ready. The old men did not need much 

time; in fact I’m sure they didn't read most of what was on the menu. They probably 

scanned with their small fading eyes for certain safe words like bread or chicken or peas. 

Their table is barren and as they close their menus I realize this might be the exact 

reflection they have now on the insides of their minds. Only men have the pleasure of this 

mental barrenness. I've never had it.  

I am sure that each will order something using no more than three words. And the 

guy on the left, who ordered a Bloody Mary, orders a ham sandwich. That's two.   

"Chips or fries?" I ask. 

"Chips." 

Three, I think. I could have predicted that too. I think I did. So what if the 

prediction came after thing itself happened.  

Suspenders orders a turkey sandwich, and I'm thinking, you motherfucker, this is 

not going to be two words, because there is no turkey sandwich on our menu. There is a 

turkey Panini and it has Brie and arugula and apple butter on it, and I'm one hundred 

percent sure this is not the turkey sandwich this dude wants. He wants the same thing he 

makes for himself every day in his kitchen. He wants to have never gone out at all. 
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"On rye," he says. "With lots," and here he looks me dead in the eye, and I know if I fuck 

this up I am going to be shot. "Of red onion." 

Turkey, rye, red. Three words. This will taste about the same, texture-wise, as 

eating a plateful of worms covered by a thin layer of gauze.   

"Cheese?" I sing, my voice a beautiful transcendence of my thoughts. The two are 

at an almost one hundred percent disconnection now, and I feel wildly successful in the 

realm of servitude.  

"Nope. No date, either." 

Ha I think, and smile, not because he's funny, but because I pride myself on 

getting the joke quickly enough that I don't do something awkward and leave, and then 

the guy feels awkward too, and every time I come back it's just more awkward, and he's 

offended, and I'm offended, and we both just want lunch to end.  

I feel barely in charge of anything today. I can never decide if this is good thing. 

Oh yes I can, I think. It is a good thing. But some part of me thinks that I have to be 

working, hard, a lot, to have the privilege of feeling good about myself. You do not, I 

correct myself. Feeling good about oneself is simply that, and sometimes it's inversely 

related to output. So there. Don't I know I'd like to be as meaningless as an irresponsible 

speck of dust blocking my path and painting the wall in unscrupulous patterns. 

"Did you hear?" Alexis comes in from the other room. Her blue eyes sparkle 

inside their spare tire of eyeliner.   

"What," I say, highlighting the dullness in my tone, in order to be overly sure that 

she does not think I'm upset for missing out on whatever social dilemma is going on with 

the folk who work here.   

"The man at table 105 is one of the most wanted men in the county." 

"What?" I say. This word can mean any anything and also nothing, a substitution 

of itself.  

She nods. 

"That's my table! Those are my guys!" And I do feel connected with them, at least 

more so than anyone else in the restaurant. I am responsible for two hours of their day. 

That is a pretty big thing in my mind.   
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"Tia called the cops." She widens her big blue eyes. She is so pretty that I hate her 

sometimes. She can make grown men take shots at ten AM. Her tables always order 

champagne. She wears lip-gloss and has a big rear. I have a small rear and I think I have 

nice lips but apparently not nice enough.  

"What am I supposed to do?" My heart is jumping up and down like something 

strapped to a wall that just wants to be free, free! Seriously, though, I don't know what to 

do, not in terms of whether or not I'm going to wait on them, but about the bigger 

question of what it will all mean, because I know I'm going to go right through it and it's 

going to be like any other, ordinary Thursday, and I hate today for it, I hate life for it, for 

giving me so much and at the same time giving me so little. For promising itself and then 

laughing in my face and saying, what promise?  

"What is he wanted for?" I ask, hoping it is something diabolical.  

"Armed robbery." 

Fuck. Not even murder or rape.  

"I don't want to keep waiting on them," I whine, just so she thinks I'm reacting 

properly. Really I don't want to wait on them but it's not for that reason. It's not that I'm 

afraid of the criminal, I'm just afraid of what swims beneath him, which is the reason for 

my distress, for my anxiety day after day after day after day, and that is nothing.  

"Don't say anything." Her blonde ponytail swivels in my face. 

This might be the only time my nervousness comes in handy; it masks the real 

reason I'm nervous, and I just look normal. This is funny; I get to act today, which I do 

every day, but today it is for something significant. Today it has meaning, and purpose! 

I walk by his table to get to the host stand. Ellen, the host, knows more than 

anyone else who works here. She is big and fat and I think she just stores all the 

knowledge everywhere under her skin. No, I'm kidding, but it does seem fitting that she 

takes up a lot of space and holds a lot of weight here in several ways if you know what I 

mean. She's an assistant manager, I don't know why, maybe because she's taller than the 

rest of us, and people tell her things they wouldn't tell anyone else because she has that 

motherly twang in her voice, and also she has perfect hair and perfect eyeliner. Anyone 

who has perfect hair and perfect eyeliner deserves to be respected.  
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When the restaurant is empty she stands in the kitchen and flirts with the chefs. 

But it's an innocent flirting; it is like me flirting with any male who is not going to make 

me vomit all over myself. It's the way the sexuality works in the world.  

Today she glances over at me without her usual level of disdain. Interesting, I 

think. This must be a purely selfish maneuver. She knows that I'm responsible for the 

criminal now and that his keeping calm and not shooting up the place mainly depends on 

me. Here is her motivation for being nice to me.  

"You have table at one eleven." She says this with a voice soaked with neutrality. 

She is trying her hardest to counteract all the bad feelings she has toward me with good 

ones, and now she just looks bored.  

I want to ask her more but I'm scared of her snapping at me. So I just walk over 

and get more coasters. And I realize that one eleven is right next to the hostess stand, 

which means Ellen can inspect everything I do. God Dammit. Once at this same table I 

was lifting a plate and my hand wobbled and a steak knife slide off the plate in the 

direction of a customer's exposed neck. If I hadn't righted it, who knows, he may have 

gotten himself stabbed. I never told anyone because I was sure I'd be the only one who 

found it funny. 

Two men at one eleven. They are probably in their thirties or else they are just 

ugly. The one looks hairy and Italian and has a large, oversized throat, and the other is fat 

and normal looking with a checkered shirt that seems to blend in with the tablecloth that 

is not even checkered.  

I introduce myself, and they both order diet Cokes and I think good choice, even 

though the chemicals might kill us some day, but who cares, at least we'll be thin. I tell 

them about the Guinness stew and of course the two of them have to get it together. And 

guys make fun of girls for going to the bathroom together.  

I lie and tell them the stew is good, like I tell everyone. But in my mind I don't 

distinguish between good and hypothetically good; there is about the same imaginary 

distance between each one and me, so when I tell them it is good I mean it with all of my 

mind. I don't have to have an opinion about something to have an opinion about 

something.  
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I go to the kitchen to get the stew and the managers and a few servers are standing 

around with smiles on their faces.  

"And he comes in here all the time!" says Marisa. She holds a jar of peanut butter 

and in the other hand a peanut butter coated spoon. I would like to take a lick, just to see 

what she'd do.  

"What kind of place is this?" Tia asks, laughing. Tia reminds me of a mother on a 

sitcom. Beautiful and very distant from your own private, painful and ugly reality. 

"Don't tell me which one it is," I say, trying to get in on the conversation, feeling 

like the best way to come across is as bold and fearless, a warrior in the name of Frankie's 

Spirited Eater. There is nothing I wouldn't do for Frankie's, for this eatery! I'd even call it 

a restaurant and lie about its food. If that's not devotion I don't know what is.  

Ellen has suddenly appeared. She is everywhere, like the blank eye of a storm. 

She nods to agree with what I just said. Finally, I think, I am getting on her good side. It 

is a very large side, and I wonder why I didn't fit on it before.  

"The one facing this way," says Alexis, that adorable idiot. She points with her 

thumb to the sink.  

The guy on the left. Bloody Mary. 

"The regular," says Beth. 

Of course, I think. He would be the one person in this restaurant capable of 

committing a crime. Deep down I knew this. We are sort of a kindred spirit, he and I. 

This is why I barely noticed him at first; I didn't have to. He already existed very cleanly 

inside of me, such as the whites of his eyes being in my teeth His outline comingled with 

mine.  

He might be a sociopath. Hell, I might be a sociopath, though I doubt it. He seems 

to contain this vastness of nothing, colored and textured by clothing, and he is not ugly or 

handsome or loud or soft or even old or young, and yet at the same time he holds all of 

those things, and all things in their most brutal oppositions, and just sits there holding it 

together with a stiff smile. I should have known this. I did know it, but I did not put it 

together quickly, probably on purpose, to save myself from thinking or acting on it 

prematurely.  
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Now that I think about it, his friend couldn't' have been the criminal. He is too 

crisp and too eager. He lives in the outlines of life; not the sick innards. He is like tree 

bark, he enjoys the crunch of things, like red onion, and plus he was ignorant with me 

when I asked him to repeat himself. A criminal would not have had to repeat himself in 

the first place. He would have made no reason at all for me to notice him. Suspenders' 

emotion leaks through him like its music blaring through speaker. Bloody Mary is 

subtler. Bloody Mary did not give off a vibe on purpose. He did not register in my mind 

and that was his own brilliant fault.                                                                                                                                                                             

Because you have to have a brilliant mind to be a criminal. Not only do you have 

to convince yourself that all the rules you've been taught since birth are not worth living 

by, but you have to bring other people into your plan in such a way that they are not 

aware of any of these rules being broken until you are seamlessly extracted from their 

rupture. And in addition, you get to exist within said rules at any time you like. It's like 

getting to walk on the nice well-worn paths in the forest but also getting to make your 

own paths whenever you want. It's creating the option of a separate system for yourself, 

and I think everyone deserves this.   

I bring out the criminal and his friend's stews and place them down securely, 

without dripping a drop or swishing any onto the lip of the bowl. I'm sure the criminal 

appreciates my attention to detail, though he does not look up or thank me. His friend 

thanks me without looking up. This fits exactly with my model.   

I get the other men's stew and pass the criminal's table. They are like my babies; I 

love to check on them. I see that the criminal has not touched his stew, and wonder if 

something's wrong. I don't want his whole day to be wrecked just because he's going to 

get arrested. It'd be nice if he had a delicious filling bowl of stew in his belly to be 

thankful for while they were shining a flashlight in his eyeball or whatever it is they do.  

Maybe he knows something is up. He has to know, because I know, and 

somewhere in me I must have communicated this to him. I wasn't conscious of it and that 

is the only way you communicate effectively. So he must know. But he has to pretend not 

to know, because he wants to be nice to his friend. Criminals, though they live by their 

own law, are very, highly aware of whatever other little subtle unwritten laws exist, such 

as making your friend feel comfortable and welcome when you are out to lunch with him. 
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To just hurry through lunch or walk out on his friend would be indescribably rude, 

especially because the criminal is one of this guy's few friends. Most of his other friends 

have died. And the criminal has been avoiding this friend for years just to keep him on 

the fringes of his personal life, but he does feel some sort of debt to his friend, for being 

there and keeping his appearance normal. So he sits there without eating and hopes with 

the bottom of his toes that maybe they have the wrong guy or just maybe, he's made up 

the whole thing. Even though he knows this isn't true. And he doesn't want it to be true. 

When you're a criminal you come to rely on your gut as your best friend; and everything 

in his gut right now is telling his that what is simultaneously his worst nightmare and 

biggest dream since he's been a child is about to come true, and that is he'll get caught.  

I decide to take a stroll around the other part of the restaurant to calm myself. I 

flow by the banquette, which is empty, and think of what a shitty time all the other 

servers must be having on this awful boring day, and how my day was made just a little 

brighter by the criminal. In the mirror I watch myself, not just look at myself, because I 

change: my skinny arms flicker like strands in a firework, my chest balances its empty 

glass bowl lying concave over my heart, the lump on my head makes me look like a bug, 

and so do my wide, multiplying eyes.  

I stand at the host stand and for the first time adopt Ellen's view. She faces the 

front of the bar, able to look into rooms and into the kitchen. What a view of privilege. 

My own view is bumpier, foggier. The owners' views are either in front of a screen saver 

of a Nicaraguan beach or actually in front of it. The Nicaraguans downstairs stare into 

sinks or counters. Because I speak a minor amount of Spanish, they all want to marry me.  

The owners are twins who balance each other out nicely. One would have no 

problem doing something nice for you, like taking you with him to set up a catering event 

when it's clearly easier than staying in the restaurant, and then giving you this huge 

brownie cookie thing in addition to extra money; and the other would have no problem 

telling you to dump out your Dixie cup of soda because you didn't pay for it. 

I usually don't gossip because I assume it'd be boring and not about me, but today 

I feel like I have a right to gossip, that in fact people should be wanting to gossip with 

me. I am surprised I am not more the center of attention. Maybe everyone is trying to 

hold themselves as normally and calmly as possible so as not to disturb the delicate web 
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we are weaving of normalcy which will eventually ensnare the criminal and make 

Frankie's Spirited Eatery a free and safe place once again.  

If there were a word for gossiping alone, to yourself, I do this all day. But 

normally I think of gossiping as something you do with at least one other. The host stand 

is where everyone goes to do it, because of its location and because Ellen stands there 

and she is like this central fixture. But no one comes over today.  

She does tell me I have another table. Three women at one thirteen. Oh Lord, I 

hate these women. They always come together and look identical because they think 

identical thoughts. There is nothing interesting about any one of them and in my 

imagination I have tried to stretch each of them as far as they possibly can away from 

their blandness, but they never make it very far; this one, it's tragic, she lost her job, that's 

why she's dressed like this in the middle of the day, she's broke, but she can afford 

Frankie's chicken fingers once a week, thank God; this one's main mission in life is to 

lose weight and also to eat as much delicious food as she wants to in any given moment, 

and so she will always have that; this one is a receptionist who is very nice in all the 

categorical ways and makes conversations like, how many calories are in that tiny bag of 

chips you have there oh my goodness really that many calories that is insane. Can I have 

one?  

As an experiment I decide I will be nice to them. Who knows; maybe I'll learn 

something. Maybe my heart will open up. Maybe I'll get a better tip; yeah right. There are 

rules to eating out and tipping more than eighteen percent is not one this trio will be 

breaking any time soon.  

But I do it anyway, reading the specials with my voice going freakishly high at 

the end just to show them how much pleasure I get by serving them. And to my surprise 

they sound interested, asking me questions, getting me all excited that I can really have 

an impact! If they order it I will have to reward myself with some sort of prize. I'll think 

of what that will be later.  

I come back with their drinks, and they all get the chicken fingers. 

Motherfucker, I think. They were just toying with me. But I smile.  
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"It's good to get what you know is good, right?" I give the sort of well-meaning 

smile you would give to child who has just failed at something but it's not your child so 

who the fuck cares.  

I walk by the criminal’s table and see that he has still not touched his stew. What 

the fuck is wrong with you? I think. If he doesn't want to draw any more attention to him 

this certainly isn't the way to not do it. Normally I'm supposed to ask if anything is wrong 

but I won't today. He and I both know something is wrong.  

Maybe he has stomach problems, I tell myself, to keep my cool. That's probably 

it. Old men and their rickety pipes. Poor guy.  

He could kill me with his bare hands, is another thought I have. For some reason 

the emotion I associate with killing is not the right one, though, or at least not the socially 

accepted one. It is more like a sexual overcoming and it feels sort of relaxing.  

A hostage scene plays out in my mind, and in it he has a faceless girl clutched 

close to him, his arm around her neck, the gun pointed at her temple. She is faceless 

because my mind doesn't want to let my heart know which girl I think it should be. 

Would I kill any of the other servers here? I don't think I could. I wonder if it could be 

me. This seems likely, otherwise, why would I keep it blank?  

I play out a lot of scenarios in my mind involving myself and the criminal, but my 

favorite is the one where the criminal and I make coded eye contact and realize we have a 

connection and we either both run out of the restaurant together and go make love, only 

that would never happen because he reminds me of my grandfather. I would just live in 

his lair and he'd soothe me by combing my hair. Real nice and shiny, is what he'd repeat. 

I could cook him shrimp scampi. 

The other scenario I keep seeing is me standing there with a whistle and cops 

flying out of the walls like buzzing insects and they cuff him and he bears his teeth at me 

and I raise my eyes brows back, like, tough luck jerk. They are both equally vivid in my 

head except the first is replete with emotion whereas the second is more a mental 

satisfaction, like I am abiding and cohering with something already set up for me, like I 

put the right shape into the right hole.  And I realize that is why they make you play that 

game as a child. So you learn how to fit into shapes. I bet the criminal detested that game. 

Or he played it very skillfully and then got bored.  
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Oh, something funny that happened recently was that the managers accused me of 

having an eating disorder. This was right after I got accepted into grad school in Florida 

and I decided I could give up caring about my life for a little until I got there. I was 

downstairs counting my money for them and they shut the door, it was both Marisa and 

Tia, and I don't remember most of what happened because I blanked out, but in the end I 

just told them I was stressed because of applications, a flat out lie, though I wouldn't 

know what the truth was if I swallowed it and it grew to twice my size in my belly. They 

were worried about me, they said, which worried me. But then I told myself I don't have 

to be here much longer anyway so who cares what they say.  

Sometimes I think there exists something true, way on the other side of my not 

caring, and I wonder if the criminal's mind is like that, too. I wonder if he feels like he's a 

prisoner in himself and all the time he's just watching life happening from afar but never 

able to experience or enjoy it. Maybe that is why he's not touching his food. He can only 

really get enjoyment out of watching others live life for him. To him it has no purpose. At 

one point it may have been available to us, but it is no longer.   

The two younger men have finished their stew. I realize I forgot to take their 

order, but I don't think they noticed or cared. I wonder if they think I am pretty; I hope 

they don't because I can't flirt on the job. It's impossible.  

The Italian guy orders a steak salad, which I always think looks delicious but 

never get, and he specifies blue cheese even though it already comes like that. The 

chubby guy orders a chicken parm grinder, and I note the weight of which one gets the 

salad and which the sandwich, then take away their empty bowls. 

"Was the stew good?" I ask coyly. 

"Yes," says the Italian one. "Did you make it?" 

"No," I say, turning around quickly.  

The bowls have dirty napkins in them; I touch one by accident. Part of working 

here is feeling disgusted but also superhuman. There is an obscene amount of nastiness 

working in a restaurant that I come into contact with every single day, and I haven't taken 

a sick day once.    

The criminal has still only taken a couple bites of his soup. Goddammit, I think. 

You are making it hard for me to be on your side. You're not supposed to fire their order 
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until they are three quarters of the way through their appetizer. Fuck it, I think, and fire 

their order. 

Randi, one of our cooks, comes out to talk to me. We talk food. She knows about 

the wanted man and she doesn't care, and this is why I like her. She is depressed in one 

direction, easy to understand. Her emotion comes toward you like a cape swinging over 

everything and it makes it dark so you can pretend anything is real. They say a lot of 

cooks are depressed and I think its true, because they are all my friends and there is 

something funny in the way they are down, low to the earth, the way they have to work 

with food to be closer to what they grew out of, and how this is not depression, not really 

a bad thing at all, but just a slower and more sensitive awareness of birth and death, one 

that rests in the belly and not in the mind. The belly changes when it wants to, several 

times a day. The brain is a little more stable than the belly. Chefs speak the language of 

the body, and not the mind's deranged language.  

Angel is another chef. He is Italian and fat and he has a nice beard. The sick thing 

is that I find him a little attractive and also that he reminds me of my brother. And there is 

Carl, who works mostly downstairs and limps and always gives me a sad smile. Carl likes 

me, probably because I'm sad too. Carl likes to bring up my ice for me even though he's 

obviously in excruciating pain doing so and this never bothers me one bit. I know it feels 

good and useful for him to help people. 

I peek into the kitchen. The chefs are not even behind the line. Angel is talking to 

one of the Guatemalan workers.  

And I see my order is up; it was the first in the restaurant and the chefs must have 

had nothing to do. It's probably been up for like fifteen minutes. Oh well, I think. They 

are sandwiches, so it won't make much difference. I grab the two plates and kick through 

the swinging door.  

I move the criminal's still full stew bowl out of the way and also his silverware, 

which is actually still rolled in its napkin. I try to keep my mind blank and to show no 

emotion, just so he knows whom he is working with. When I put down their plates I 

speak the orders aloud in my usual sweet tone and walk away buoyantly as if my mind 

were not at all concerned with whatever it is the crazy fabric of the criminal's mind is 

concerned with. 
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At the server station Amanda comes up to me.  

"What's going on?" She is searching through our coasters for clean coasters. Get 

the fuck out of here, I want to say. These are our coasters. Use your own dirty ones. But 

part of me is pleased that finally someone wants to gossip, and also that it is her.  

"Nothing," I say, cheerfully and explicitly lying.  

"Then why is everyone acting weird?" 

You're smart, I want to say. They have you all wrong. But I can't, because we are 

only ten feet from the criminal's table, and I don't want him to hear. I don't want to 

disturb his lunch.   

"Quiet," I say. "I can't tell you now." 

"Why?" 

It feels wonderful to have her wanting something from me, finally, and for a 

moment I let this sink in. Then I get angry. If she keeps asking, he's going to notice and 

she'll fuck up this whole thing. Lunch will be ruined and so will any chance at justice.  

"Why not?" she asks again. 

"We just can't," I hiss. "I'll tell you later." I imagine leading her into the bathroom 

and then leaving and propping a chair up against the door.  

Miraculously, she walks away.  

Look at you, I think. Taking charge.  

I bring the food out to the other men, and I realize I forgot all about the chicken 

finger girls. I check but their order is not up yet. So I put my brain in simple mode to go 

check on the criminal. 

"How is the food?" I ask, not too sweetly, because I don't want him to think I've 

taken too much of an interest in him.  

"Good," says the friend.  

The criminal just looks at me. He has not taken a bite. In his look he 

communicates that he wants me to leave, now, so I do. 

I go back into the kitchen and warm my hands by the soups. It is a bland day even 

with the criminal. If this is the case, you can imagine how bland it is even to begin with. 

Still, I cannot wait to go home and tell my mom. 

Alexis comes in. 
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"The cop is here," she informs me. 

It is really happening, I think. This man is going to be locked up.  

We walk behind the bar to the drink station and she points to a man in a black 

trench coat, and he looks like someone with very little experience managing anything. He 

looks like an ordinary man trying too hard to blend in. And he doesn't blend at all. He is 

drinking what looks like a Coke through a straw. The whole thing seems very farcical.  

Alexis's eyes bounce between the cop and I.  

As a joke, I write on my server pad, What if he takes hostages? I show it to Alexis 

and she opens her mouth without making a sound, and then Ellen walks up and I show it 

to her, and Tia walks up and wants to know what we're laughing about and I walk away 

before I can show her.  

Ellen follows me to the server station. 

"You have a table," she says. Ah, so that's why she walked over to us. Here I go 

thinking she is on my side. And I realize I forgot again about the chicken finger girls, 

have just completely turned them off in my mind, and I turn frantically to go to the 

kitchen when I see Alexis carrying all three plates to their table. Sometimes we really are 

like a family. 

I check on the salad and grinder while the other table is being sat. I see that it's an 

older woman, right behind the criminal.  

The two men are already three quarters of the way through their food but I still 

ask them how it is. It reminds me of when I used to work at a bakery and people would 

bring in about a fourth of a cake and say they want to return it because they didn't like it.  

An affirming grunt leaves the Italian's mouth, so I walk away and ask how the 

chicken fingers are. I did this in the wrong order, because the girl wants a refill, and I 

have to get it before I can even introduce myself to the woman sitting all alone at the new 

table.  

When I finally do greet her she tells me she is waiting for her mother anyway so it 

is no big deal. You sweetie, I think. She is thin and pretty and I just know she is going to 

order a diet coke and a salad, and I love her for it. She reminds me a little of this neighbor 

whom my mother dislikes and whose daughter my friend and I used to bully and whose 

house we used to vandalize (trash their garage, pee in their sandbox).  



  173 

I get her diet Coke quickly, and when I come back she thanks me genuinely, 

resting her thin arms on the table and her heart shaped face in her hands. I am happy to be 

in her warm presence even if just for a short time.  

I take a peek over at the criminal's table and see that he is not halfway through his 

sandwich. And it doesn't look like he's touched his chips. All my tables are eating, 

though, and I feel good. Except for the one lady whose mother just came in. I get her the 

mother a diet coke and the daughter orders the crab salad, just like I thought, the mother 

the crab cake. My stomach is starting to feel nervous, like it wants to dump everything 

out of it. 

The cop is still standing there when I go into the kitchen. It's just Tia and Ellen. 

Tia leaves and Ellen turns to me. 

She says, "Bob, the mail guy, said a bunch of times that he looked a guy he'd seen 

on the news." 

"Really," I say.  

"Yep. Tia was going to call a few times." 

I can't believe Ellen is actually talking to me and telling me all this. And at the 

same time I hate Tia for calling the cops. Couldn't she have just left well enough alone? 

It's not like he's murdering people. Of course he's armed. He's a robber. I wonder what he 

steals, and why he needs it. He is too healthy looking to be a drug addict. I picture him, 

dressed all in denim like he is now, walking into someone's garage at night and stealing 

their toolboxes. That is what he wants, better tools. My friends do the same thing, only 

they steal beer. What's the big deal? 

"Good," I lie, trying to sound relieved.  

Ellen just nods. 

The two women's food comes up fast because there is a lull in the kitchen and I 

bring it to them, and then I look over and see that the two younger men have left their 

table with their dirty plates still on it. Goddammit! I think. What did I fuck up? But then I 

see they left cash on the table, even a decent tip. Hell yes. I must have not been as 

awkward as I thought; I bet one of them thought I was cute. Probably the fat one. The 

chicken finger ladies are still eating, bent intently over their food like it's a puzzle they 

must solve.  
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I am cleaning the two men’s table when I turn around with all the shit in my 

hands and see the cop moving swiftly across the back of the bar. Everything moves 

slowly and is extra spaced out, and the square of his black back disappears and then 

comes back like a poorly shot film. I feel my body spidering itself into the ground, my 

mind governed by a force, and huge block letters foaming around in it that mean nothing.  

Then I see the black, shiny boots and thickly clothed legs of what I assume are 

police officers. I can't see because there are people in my way. I notice the old lady and 

her mother giving me panicked looks, so I make a face to express that it's okay to giggle. 

I help them move their plates and drinks to the table I was just cleaning.  

The criminal is led towards the front of the restaurant, right where I'm standing. 

He is not cuffed. I don't feel as scared or intimidated by him or the situation anymore.  

And right as he passes me, the woman who is the daughter, asks me loudly if it 

was our manager who called the cops.  

Oh no, I think. I can't decide what to do. I don't want the criminal to think that I 

wanted him to be arrested. But I don't want to seem disloyal to the restaurant.  

And I do what I always do to buy myself time; I force myself to lie with 

everything in my body. 

"Yep," I say reassuringly. 

But I feel disappointed as soon as I utter the word. Like some part of me let him 

down. Or worse, like some part of me is responsible for what is happening right now. He 

could be being punished for something I did. And here I am watching him walking out of 

the restaurant, knowing deep down in my heart, well nothing about him, but knowing in 

my brain that he is a real person, like me, who deserves any type of freedom he can get 

his hands on. And I know that, unlike him, I will never rise to meet my own fate if it is an 

ugly one. I don't have the courage.  

As he walks by I keep my face blank. I'm not thinking anything, even that I want 

to see him. My mind empties as he walks by and I try hard to figure out what is meant by 

the blank expression on his face but can't come up with anything.  

The two ladies are laughing, relieved. I feel empty again and sad, worse than I 

usually am at the end of every day. I'm angry with my manager for calling the cops, but I 

also worry that if I were her, I wouldn't be able to do it. I wouldn't be able to turn him in, 
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not even if I knew he'd done something worse. I would just feel too bad. I got to serve 

him stew. He didn't like it, but I got to be there with him when he ordered it. I stared at 

him. I felt like I knew him. And he might have known me too.  

No one seems to give a shit about the criminal, or about me having to wait on 

him. The two women tip me well, thankful of their lives. At least that's one benefit that 

came from all this. And none of the other servers say anything to me, like, Good job 

keeping your cool! We could have all been killed, thanks!  

I am just happy the whole thing is over, and curiously glad I cooperated. I feel 

proud that I kept him calm and kept my cool so the cops could come in and take him 

away and he could be put to justice. I know nothing about justice and what this is but it 

seems to make people smile in the movies so it must not be such a terrible thing. I don't 

think about the families he robbed, though, because if it turned out that they were all 

horrible, rude, callous people, then I would rather them be put into jail. 

And I realize that when I think about him going to jail, part of me feels good, like, 

deep down this is the right thing to do. But deep down, deeper down than that, I know 

that the feeling is flimsy and fake. There is nothing so important to me as a person 

finding his or her own sense of individual freedom, whatever that may be. And the 

thought hits me, ten years too late, that I could have acted differently than I had.   

The chicken finger ladies tell me how great their food was. I am so exhausted I do 

not want to talk about anything and I could kiss them for their obliviousness. They are 

just as dumb as I thought and this confirms my original judgment, making me happy.  

Then I realize that the criminal's friend is just sitting there. Still. And I have to 

drop off his check. I ask the manager what to do. Drop it off, she says. So I do. It isn't as 

awkward as I think it will be. I just put it down and leave. It's actually a little funny. 

I wonder if he feels like a bad person for going to lunch with a guy who just got 

arrested. Maybe he feels guilty, like me, because his friend lived a fine life and he's aware 

that he's committed far greater crimes and will never get caught. 

People have moved away from him and are having lively conversations about 

what happened. The friend doesn't drink his coffee, and he sits a little slouched, but 

maybe he was already like that, full and relaxed from the food. Something about him 
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seems different, though. Not something you can see, but there is something less about 

him. He seems more heavily outlined, and less full on the inside. Emptier.  

He pays it with a credit card, so I swipe it, and after a few seconds he signs it and 

leaves. I guess lunch was on him today. On his way out the door Ellen says goodbye, 

careful not to tell him to have nice day, as that would be inappropriate. I wonder how the 

rest of his day is going to go; I am pretty sure mine will be the exact same as it was 

before the two of them came in.  

Until the ride home, where usually I'm so grateful to be done that I relax down 

into the seat, turn up my music loud, my hands barely grazing the steering wheel, and 

drive right through the stop sign on the school bus and get beeped at by both the bus and 

other cars. This time when I do it, the horns sound like fanfare, for some reason.  
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La Sedia Del Papa 

 

This morning I set out alone to the ocean. I'm wearing shorts and sandals, and in 

my hand is a receipt. The air feels balmy on my back and shoulders; already I cannot wait 

to submerge my body in the cool water. As I cross the bridge I look up the shimmering 

horizon line, the pink tip of sun. All the boats lined up in the port remind me of sleeping 

beetles. I follow the path next to the cliff, and at the bottom, the ocean extends outward in 

a mottling of blues and greens, like a map of what lies beneath it.  

Last week I visited family friends in Colleponi, a town about an hour outside the 

city. Our families have not been as close since the father, Roberto, who was my father's 

best friend, died five years ago of esophageal cancer. Now his daughter, Camilla, and her 

mother and the mother's sister live with Roberto's uncle in the countryside. We used to 

visit them once a year, and the following year they'd visit us, but the past few years both 

families have been busy with other things.  

I did not ask my parents why they were sending me alone, but I had a feeling it 

was because I was graduating soon, and they wanted me to have a head start in what they 

considered life. For me, life was better left unscripted. I prefer having at any moment a 

sea of options. I liked the pleasure of creating my own path.  

I sat by the window on the train, feeling an aching in my chest as I watched the 

green bellies of hills rise and fall around me. The sun burrowed into a white sky, and by 

the time I got there it had disappeared, bathing the earth in a ghostly greenish hue.   

Camilla's great uncle, Sr. Butti, opened the door. He was a small man, and had 

gotten both shorter and skinnier since the last time I'd seen him. As we embraced, I could 

see that the skin covering his skull looked as thin as paper.  

"Let me show you my garden," he said, projecting his voice loudly, and I looked 

around to see if anyone else was coming, but it was only me.  

With the aid of his cane and my proffered arm, we walked around to the back of 

the house where, in my memory, there had been a lush, green garden. He stopped and 

poked his cane into the air. I looked and saw a long slab of upturned soil.  

"Those are my cabbages," he bellowed. 



  178 

"They're very nice," I said, and his expression did not change.  

There were three of them, giant, with pale yellow leaves that had visible streaks of 

dirt on them. For some reason they reminded me of the heads of three insane women, 

buried up to their necks.  

I looked around the backyard, but I didn't see anything else. I hadn't imagined 

their house would have changed so drastically in a few years.  

"Did you plant these?" I asked. Camilla's father was a gardener. And when he 

didn't say anything, I wondered if I'd spoken loud enough, so I said it again. This time he 

just smiled joyfully at me, and I realized he must be deaf. I smiled back, happy now that 

my words did not matter.  

His body quivered over the cane, and as he spoke I could see all the way into his 

gray mouth, and the black holes where teeth had been.  

“Camilla,” he said, “is not like her mother. She can't cook, but is good at other 

things. Smart." He touched his forehead. I nodded. Then he ushered me up the porch 

steps, and I waited while he precariously balanced one hand on the cane, and the other on 

the door as he held it open for me. 

I went in quickly and offered him my hand. He shook his head. He was taking his 

time but not struggling. 

Camilla was in the kitchen. Her dirty blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, 

and she looked approximately the same except her navy dress stretched slightly around 

the hips. Over it she wore a green apron. 

Unsure what to do, I just listened to the dough smack the counter.   

"Camilla," barked her uncle.  

Startled, she turned around. The first thing I noticed was how dirty she had gotten 

the apron, and I saw in her blue eyes the mischievous twinkle I remembered about them. 

But there was something different. It was not something I could see, but it seemed the 

most obvious thing in the room. We are strangers now, I thought. 

She extended her hand, and I took it awkwardly. She motioned toward the 

counter, and when I walked over, she thrust a large, misshapen blob of dough into my 

hand. Without speaking she removed the rolling pin from an empty flowerpot and 

reached into a jar, sprinkling flour onto the counter.  
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"Care to help?" 

"Sure." I felt grateful for the distraction. I did not feel at all self-conscious being 

watched by a young woman and a partly insane old man. I began to roll out the dough, 

feeling satisfied as I pressed flat the lumps that formed near the edges.  

"Okay." She impatiently grabbed the rolling pin from me and motioned to where 

she had set up the pasta-cutting machine. Then she handed me a piece of dough that had 

already been rolled out, cut, and partly dried.  

"I'm supposed to make the fettuccine. I'm not very precise, though. You'll be 

better. Here, I'll crank it if while feed the dough through." 

"It's okay," I said smiling. "I've made pasta before."  

With one hand I held the dough close to the rolling cylinders, while with the other 

I cranked the little silver lever. When it caught, I began to crank slightly faster. I was 

almost through when I glanced up at Camilla, but she was looking the other direction, 

and when I looked down part of the dough had stuck to one cylinder while the other 

broken in several places, stretched too thin.  

"Camilla," I said. "I'm not so sure--" 

“Thank you," she said. "By the way, I want to show you something." At first I 

was angry, but then it made me happy to notice her impatience. I figured she had not 

changed enough that I had any reason to feel intimidated or shy, and this relaxed me 

some.   

Their front hallway was unlit, and I saw her uncle at the end of it, facing the wall. 

Female voices echoed on the wood walls, and Camilla's aunt and mother appeared, each 

giving me a kiss on the cheek. Camilla's mother asked about my family, and I thought I 

sensed a tinge of resentment in her voice. I told her they were all well, thank you.  

She turned to Camilla, and when she spoke I was shocked at how her tone 

changed. It lowered dramatically, increasing in severity. Camilla raised her voice, and I 

began to distance myself from the trio, walking over to her uncle, though still listening. 

The aunt stayed mostly silent, and Camilla raised her voice at her mother each time her 

mother criticized her preparations for the evening. Because I was there, I imagine, the 

mother agreed bitterly to let Camilla set and clean the table instead of cook. Camilla kept 

repeating to her mother that she doesn't cook.   
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A framed picture hung on the wall in front of Sr. Butti. I recognized the man in 

the middle as Camilla's father. He was smiling, wearing a brown vest and a matching 

brown hat and standing with Camilla and her mother in front of someone's house. I 

remembered his bright, easygoing personality and how nothing seemed to offset it, even 

when everyone else seemed uncomfortable or angry. Camilla couldn't have been older 

than four or five. 

Camilla walked up behind us, kissing her great uncle's cheek. I assumed she was 

the closest to him out of anyone in the house. Then I followed her out the front door. We 

stood on the dead grass, and I looked at the stone fountain with the little stone bird 

attached to it. I hadn't noticed it before, but the bird had no legs, just melted into the 

fountain's rim.  

"What did you want to show me?" I asked. I thought maybe it was something 

from our childhood.  

"Nothing," she said sharply. 

"Okay." My heart began to beat more quickly. "Why did you bring me out here, 

then?"" 

"Oh, no reason. Except that I haven't seen you in three years and my mother has 

informed me that we are getting married." 

"It's been four," I said. "Just about." The word "married" felt like a shock to my 

brain.   

"So… what do you think? Am I marriage material?" 

I couldn't tell if she was serious, but she was waiting for me to speak.  

"You've changed a little," I said evasively.  

"Have I? So have you." She smiled, and her large blue eyes crinkled up into little 

moons. That part was the same. 

"How so?" I asked.  

Her mother opened the door and yelled that it was time to set the table, so we both 

went inside.  

 

* 
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During dinner I kept my eye on the sliver of light between the curtain and 

window. From this I could judge how much time had passed. It was still completely 

bright while they were serving the first course. This will not go on past dusk, I thought.  

I had eaten nothing but oatmeal for breakfast, so I was starving. I hated the 

pressure that was put on guests to validate their hosts' cooking, but I excelled at giving it. 

I told Camilla's mother and aunt how delicious everything was, asking for seconds and 

then thirds, smiling at everyone to show how content I was. Everything was delicious, 

and there was no cabbage in any of it. 

About an hour later the light started to dim, and I thought it would definitely end 

before it gets dark. Sr. Butti was still talking; he had talked almost the entire dinner so 

far, paying no attention to whether or not anyone listened to him. I was sure I'd be put on 

the spot during dinner, and it did not look like he'd let this happen. As he spoke, his bald 

head throbbed, blue eyes drowning in mucus.  

 

Camilla didn't say a word, except thank you and you're welcome. No one asked her 

anything, so I just assumed she was always this silent. I caught her smile a few times at 

something her uncle said, though it wasn't anything I'd find funny. I thought it was 

probably rare that her uncle spoke with Camilla's mother and aunt privately, and he 

probably had no idea why I was sent here. His words earlier must have been out of 

genuine kindness.  

Another hour passed, and more, until there was no light at all between the curtain 

and window. The room now seemed bathed in a dreary gold light. The maid came out 

with a fresh plate of lamb, and I watched others' faces to see if they too were tired of 

eating. But they all just stared inscrutably at the remnants of food on their plates, or else 

looked around without making eye contact with anyone. I did not dare look at Camilla's 

uncle; for the past glorious five minutes he had not been talking.  

After telling myself I would sit there until it was time to take the train home, I 

finally relaxed. Sr. Butti peeled a blood orange whose flesh was so vivid I could not look 

at it without cringing. The maid started collecting the dishes. Camilla's aunt went around 

with homemade Limoncello, pouring only a half glass for Camilla.  
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"So," said her mother, raising her glass and taking an imperceptible sip from it. 

"Tell us about yourself, Leo. What is it that you like to do."  

She did not phrase this as a question. She'd lost a good bit of weight since I'd last 

seen her. It was the first time I looked directly at her tonight, and her eye sockets seemed 

to yawn inside of her skull.  

I mumbled out something about studying engineering and working at a paper 

factory.   

"Yes but what do you do in your free time?" she asked pointedly. I could smell 

the cigarettes from her clothing.  

"I enjoy swimming, and reading."   

"Camilla likes to read. What do you read?"  

Camilla looked up with dire eyes.  

"Well, recently I have been reading poetry." 

Her mother cleared her throat and started coughing, her eyes sparkling, and before 

she was finished she rasped, "Camilla, darling, read him one of your poems. The one 

about being alone in your room." 

"Mom," said Camilla softly. "I don't want to." 

"Don't be shy honey. Now go get it, please." This last word was said spoken 

severely. 

Camilla let her hair fall in front of her eyes and started to get up. 

"She already showed me her poems, earlier," I said. "They were very good." I let 

my face relax into a look of peaceful contentment. 

"Well, there has to be something she hasn't showed you. What about the one, the 

one about … Eva, what was it about?" 

Camilla's aunt looked confused. "Oh, trees!" she exclaimed in a gravelly voice. It 

was the first time I'd heard her speak all night. "It was about trees crying." 

"Yes, it was." Camilla's mother wiped her lips with a napkin to cover up her 

smile. I would have liked to hear this one, but I didn't want to deal with Camilla 

afterwards if she was going to be upset.   

"Well," said her mother, rising with her glass. "I'm going out to smoke. Camilla, 

take these dishes in." 
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I started to rise but the aunt waved her hand at me, so the two of just sat there 

while Camilla went around gathering everything up. When she got to my side of the table 

I handed her my plates and my half full glass of Limoncello.  

I listened to the sound of the faucet running, not daring to speak to the aunt for 

fear of losing what little energy and good feelings I had left. What began as an awkward 

silence turned into a peace for which we both seemed grateful. After a while I heard 

Camilla asking her great uncle something, and boots clomped down the hallway. The 

front door slammed, and for a moment I thought she'd gone out without me. But then she 

came back with my coat and told me I could get up now.  

Outside the darkness thinned as it moved up, extending into a vast and brightly lit 

sky. I was astounded by how light it was. It did not seem so different from daytime, just a 

new light. In the city night was like covered by a thick blanket, or existing at the bottom 

of the ocean. You could breathe in the dark and feel it inside of you. The only light was 

yellow in smears across the ocean.  

I could not stop craning my neck to see the stars. I liked the clusters that looked 

like a faded blur of light. I knew that within that tiny smudge of color, there were 

possibly millions of stars, even other universes.  

The gravel turned to dirt under my feet, and I became aware of the wide, flat 

emptiness surrounding me. The silence started to feel heavy and full.  

"You write poetry?"  

"No," said Camilla. "Don't listen to what she says. I appreciate what you did, 

though. Thanks."  

I nodded. "My parents are like that. They think their job is to imagine some better 

version of their children." 

"Not better," she snapped.  

What I meant to say was that our parents don't see us in a neutral light. But she 

stopped on the road.  

"I don't know your parents well, but I know they are not like her. Do you parents 

confuse you for them? Do they punish you for acting like an individual?" 

I thought about this and had to concede no. She started walking ahead of me and I 

skipped to catch up.  
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To my parents, there was no "them." They had devoted their lives to me. My 

future was the rock on which they had inscribed their epitaphs. I, on the other hand, did 

not have such capacity for objectivity about my life or future. I had no idea who I was 

and what I was supposed to do, and this had become a requirement to my happiness.  

"She should appreciate your difference," I said. It seemed like what she wanted to 

hear.  

"She has no opinion of me. She can only see herself, in everything she does. She 

thinks I am her, and I'm not!" 

The silence seemed to vibrate with her anger. 

"My parents are the opposite," I said. "They make everything about me. Every 

sentence my mother says begins with my name." 

She smiled. It was like a sickness, one that that deteriorated the inner self and 

caused you to rely entirely on another person for your wellbeing and happiness. Both my 

parents never brought up themselves in conversation. My father's way was to say nothing 

and let me interpret the silence. My mother spent the majority of her day doing 

housework and various tasks that centered on either my father or myself. And yet all 

good things in my life had come through them: the school I attended, my apprenticeship, 

even many of my friends, who I'd never have met if we hadn't moved to the city. The one 

thing they were not responsible for were the poetry books I bought downtown and hid in 

my closet, and the sheets of paper under my mattress containing misfired lyricisms.   

"I guess neither extreme is good," she said, pausing to kick a rock off the path. "I 

don't even know what I feel. I'm being pulled in a thousand different directions and I 

never know which one to pick." 

"There is no right one," I said. 

"I doubt that," she said, but softness crept into her voice that made me think it did 

not have to be that way. 

A shape took form in the distance. It was a cement building that got larger as we 

approached. In the end it did not turn out to be very big. A giant wooden cross rested 

against the front door, as tall as me. It looked like someone had laid it there while he went 

around back to pee. Both the cross and the building looked like they were on their way to 

someplace more important.  
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Camilla sat down in the high weeds. "I think it's so peaceful here."  

I assumed she meant abandoned, and I sat down next to her. The combination of 

grass scratching my ankles and the low vantage point reminded me of being a child.  

"Did your father take you here?" 

"No, my mother came after he died. She went alone, sometimes for hours." She 

was inspecting something on her arm.  

"Oh." I wanted to poke my head inside and see what was left, but I didn't want to 

upset Camilla.  I didn't believe in ghosts, and I hoped Camilla wouldn't bring up anything 

like this.  

"I don't know why I come here," she said. "It's just somewhere to be alone, I 

guess."  

I felt grateful she didn't mention her father. I could not relate; I had never lost 

someone close to me. One set of grandparents had died while I was a baby, and the other 

is still alive. 

"Do you ever feel like you have trouble differentiating between reality and what's 

in your head?" The look in her eyes was both curious and sad. 

I thought of my poems, how they allowed me to express a world that I felt was not 

quite the real one and not quite my own. But I didn't want to talk about that. When I 

looked at Camilla she appeared lost in thought.  

"I just feel deception all around me. Like everything is a lie. Even that, though, 

that thought, is a lie." 

"Write about it," I suggested.  

"No thanks." 

I was silent.  

"It just feels like I don't have a home, you know?"  

You don't, I wanted to say. Not yet anyway. You have to make one. But everyone 

is different. I decided to be vague.  

"Maybe you haven't found it yet." 

"I'll have to looked harder." She smiled and looked as hopeful as she had all night.  

"You believe in God, right?" I asked.  

"Yes." She gave me a look that  
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"Does that relax you?" 

"Are you kidding? Every day I worry that I've fallen off the so-called right path 

and I'll never be able to get back on. Or that I'll die before I get the chance to be, 

something."  

"The fact that you are even here is a miracle. I think," I paused, and decided to 

continue. "I think existence was an accident. The chances of any one of us never having 

been born are staggering." 

"I never thought of it like that." 

"Right. So why worry about what's going to happen? It hasn't happened yet, so 

who cares?"  

I rubbed a blade of grass between my fingers.  

"Shall we go?" I asked. I rose and gave her my hand. We walked down the road, 

and I felt more relaxed and open than I had in a long time, both in my head and what was 

around me. Camilla held onto my hand until we saw the light from her dining room 

window shining into the road.  

 

* 

The girls at my school are different from Camilla, though they're around the same 

age. They care only about appearances, and delight in others' misfortunes. They have no 

principles on anything but just repeat things they've been told, changing opinions on a 

weekly basis. The worst part is that despite the fact that they all look and think alike, each 

one considers herself an individual. Bloated with self-satisfaction, they have nothing to 

show for it.   

And then there are the beautiful, mysterious women Angelo and I see at the Plaza 

Café, where we go after school to study. I have developed the ability to keep my head 

pointed down while still being able to focus on something in my periphery.   

These women walk slowly, preceded or followed at a distance by an 

inconspicuous family member. Old women pause to give them pinched, critical faces, 

while the young ones smile shyly like lovers. These ladies dress in the latest fashion from 

Rome or Milan, their dresses fitted perfectly to their tiny bodies. The dresses alone are 
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beautiful, always accented by matching hats, gloves, and shoes, and when paired with the 

woman herself it is like a living, breathing work of art put here for my enjoyment.  

I like to wonder how it feels to be admired from afar. I imagine it being like 

letting the sun touch all parts of your body, almost but not quite burning it. These women 

don't go in the sun; their skin is pure white. In a way we are their sun.  

I usually finish my homework early, and as I'm waiting for Angelo to finish his, I 

script stories and conversations in my head with these women.  I've found that if you 

have an active imagination, there is not one emotion you can't make for yourself.  

It satisfies me in some way to know I'll never be with one of them. They are like 

porcelain dolls, beautiful because they are untouched. Sometimes, when I let myself get 

too carried away with my thoughts, I become angry, wanting to break one to see what is 

inside.   

The night of graduation the plaza was packed with families coming out to support 

their kids, and most ended up staying for dinner and then afterwards to socialize. I 

graduated with honors in engineering. I already have a job waiting for me at my uncle's 

paper factory. The position will be hard; I'll be taking over part of my uncle's duties. I 

feel bad for my cousins who work there, who are all older than me but uneducated, and 

who will have to take orders from their younger cousin. But this is what I took the 

apprentice for, to learn business management. Also my aunt is sick, and my uncle wants 

to spend more time with her.  

Before I left alone for the plaza that night, my father told me to accompany him 

on a walk. He spoke in the same firm, even tone he always used, and for a long time I had 

wondered what was beneath it. That night I doubted his stability. It was something I'd 

come to rely on without knowing it, but I realized there was something flimsy about it, 

that it seemed to deny a very huge and important reality. In the past I had taken his 

wishes and suggestions as the right, true path; I more or less followed them to the degree 

that would please him. He was the matrix of our family, and I was the one he acted 

through. But he was not perfect, nor was he always right. He was just an old man. 

As we walked, I though that this sounded exactly like what Camilla had told me 

about her mother confusing Camilla for herself, and not letting her find out for herself 

who she was.  
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We walked up to the bridge and stopped. I walked over this bridge twice a day 

and more times than that most days. He worked beneath it, as a mechanic on boats.  I 

always wondered how he never tired of doing the same thing every day. When I was 

younger both his life and profession seemed vast, as if the fact of him working by the 

ocean had given him some of its qualities.  

That night everything stood out with a vibrancy that was almost alive. Though on 

the inside the world seemed empty, part of some higher math, some complex pattern of 

which I too was a part. It was as if all things were attuned to me, and I was attuned to all 

things. And at the same time dullness threatened to engulf everything, including myself. I 

had the feeling of not only being locked inside myself, but inside of everything around 

me, and all day long I'd have to walk around, watching myself held captive, unknowing 

how I would ever let myself out.   

"What a gorgeous night. Don't you think, Leo?" 

"Of course." 

Talks with my father never lasted long. My job was to intuit what he didn't say 

and agree to a form of action that would both satisfy and honor him. I never had any 

trouble doing this in the past, but tonight I dreaded what my mind might demand of me 

from the silence.  

I could smell oil on him. As a child I would go into his room just to sniff his 

overalls before my mother got a chance wash them. I turned my gaze to the boats under 

the darkening sky. From up here they looked simple, but I knew my dad saw them 

completely differently. 

"Tell me your plans for after graduating." 

He said this casually, and I knew it was a disguise. Beneath was the implicit 

contract that if I did not follow his advice, I could no longer count on his support. Though 

my father knew me in a way no one else did, I knew he did not know what I was thinking 

right now. Yet he still seemed to be inside me. Some nights I fought with his image in 

order to breathe, to see what I really was beneath all this falsehood.   

"I'm going to stay here and work." One day this would be true, I thought 

cheerfully. I did not consider telling him the truth, which was that I'd been thinking about 

traveling. I'd been more than thinking about it: Angelo and I had begun to map out our 
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tour through Europe. We'd start in Rome and go through all the cities our favorite books 

took place in, visiting the cities where our favorite writers lived. That and I wanted to 

write. Poetry. I did not have the option of telling him this. Not because of what he would 

say or do, but because I didn't trust myself, or the words coming out of my mouth, or my 

reaction once they did.  

"I have to make a couple decisions in the meantime," I added brusquely. My 

intention had been to play the game as well as he could, by being just as cold as indirect. 

Simplicity served him well in avoiding conflict, I thought bitterly. I thought he did it to 

save himself the energy of being wrong.  

He patted my head, like he would when I was a boy, and in that moment I 

understood why I had always done everything the way he wanted me to. He had done so 

much for me. It was the least I could do to make him as happy as I could.  

But he had never once asked me what I wanted. He knew what mattered to him, a 

career and a family, and he assumed they meant the same for me. But they didn't. The 

fullness of his life came from retaining it within such a small sphere, from living inside 

an imperceptible bubble in which there was no room for criticism. When placed against 

the background of the rest of the world, the rest of the universe, he was more of a child 

than I was. 

"Did I ever tell you what I think about the ocean?"   

You've told me millions of things, I thought. "What?" 

"Oh, just that the ocean keeps secrets. And that it's not the point to know them, 

either. I am happy just knowing they are there." 

Beneath all his wrinkles I saw the young man he must have given up to become 

who he is now. And who did he do this for? Himself? For me? What is love, then, but a 

peculiar form of death.  

As we walked back, I thought that he had gotten what he wanted, a verbal 

contract that I'd take the job at my uncles. I stupidly had given it to him. Why couldn't I 

have stood up for myself? What would this have looked like? Why can't I even imagine 

it?     

At home he poured my mother, himself and I a cupful of his homemade grappa. 

We toasted to my future.  
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"Have a good time tonight," my mom said, her voice brimming with a pride I did 

not feel was warranted.   

I left the house feeling lightheaded. Questions raced through my mind, such as, 

how could you live a life that is already planned for you? Isn't this the same thing as 

death? 

 

* 

 

  “Angelo!” I had to yell to get him to hear me over the crowd.  

Angelo was in unusually high spirits. Well, he was always this way, but for once 

it was warranted. We spent last few months in despair because it looked like Angelo 

wouldn't graduate on time. I told him I would fail so we could stay in the same grade, but 

he said if he did that he wouldn't be my friend anymore. 

Angelo was like me in many ways. The main way he wasn't was that I studied and 

he didn't. But we were best friends. I felt like I existed around Angelo, not just by virtue 

of my grades or who my father was, but for the things I said, the emotions I felt. In 

Angelo were carried the true patterns of who I was, I always thought.  

"Every time I get past a chapter, I reward myself with nap."  

Angelo was regaling people with the story of how he passed, enjoying their shock 

at it having happened. He liked being the center of attention. I hated it, but I could always 

keep people engaged. It's a skill I was born with.   

"It worked out perfectly," I said. "I could study with the background rhythm of 

Angelo's snoring."  

Everyone laughed. They seemed in disbelief that we were in such good spirits. 

People I only saw only rarely at school were smiling at us like we'd won an award. I 

knew what it felt like, then, to be consumed by that special radiance, the one that came 

from the support and admiration of others, the trust in knowing they could understand 

and appreciate you. It was one of the purest things I'd ever felt.  

"How did you pass?" someone shouted. 
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What happened was, my finals were the day before his, and I'd written down all 

the answers in pen on the bottom of my shoes. Angelo and I happened to be the same 

shoe size. We agreed not to tell anyone this, for fear of it getting back to our teachers.  

"I've been tutoring Angelo. His payment was to let me go out with his sister." 

Everyone laughed. Angelo's sister was two years older than us, that rare 

combination of beautiful and kind. Every halfway sane or decent person I knew loved 

her, whether as a friend or more. She was a good friend to me, nothing more. 

Angelo whistled loudly at someone he knew. His cheeks were burgundy from the 

wine he'd drunk with his parents at dinner. I noticed a pair of white shoes next to me, 

flickering like the crests of waves in moonlight. I turned and saw a lady with dark brown 

hair in a mint green dress having dinner with a girl dressed all in pink. The little girl's 

cheeks were pink; it looked like she was angry because the woman was trying to get her 

to use her utensils properly.  

Later on I saw the girl running around the plaza, chasing birds. A voice emanated 

from the air directly behind me.  

"Would you like some coffee?"   

I turned and saw the brown haired lady. I did not think she was talking to me.   

"I shouldn't have more than one cup. If you don't help me drink it I'll be up all 

night, and it'll be your fault."  

Her smile was warm, like the ocean feels on a cold night. I was smiling, too. I 

heard Angelo excitedly discussing plans for later. Someone was going to have a bonfire; 

this was what we did every weekend. It was dark, hard to discern faces from a few feet 

away, and almost impossible to tell where one party stopped and another started.  

I climbed the low fence hastily, making sure I didn't look at anyone as I sat down.    

"Children bore me," said the woman. She nodded to the carafe, and I poured 

myself a cup of steaming coffee. 

I was about to ask her if that was her child, when she said, "You look like you 

could use the caffeine." 

"Yes," I said, hiding my embarrassment with the coffee cup. But I was pleased 

someone noticed how tired I was. I had hardly slept at all this week. I spent my nights 

studying, and I had to do it outside. The silence in my house was too depressing. Plus it 
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was starting to get warm. At first I went to the bridge, but the view of the port bored me. I 

climbed the hill to the museum and studied on the steps next to the lion statues. I brought 

a flashlight for my notes and stayed until I didn't need it anymore. 

"What's your name?" I asked.   

“Clara,” she said. "You're Leo. Dinner with my niece is a one-way conversation. 

My attention wanders." She had a pale, triangular face, cheekbones like taut wires, and 

her mouth was soft and full, like something sweetened by sun. Clara, I thought, thinking I 

remembered the name from somewhere.  

"I also know that you like to help your friends.” 

I blushed. "That story wasn't true. I just wrote the answers on my shoes, and for 

his exam we switched shoes." 

She looked at me like I was crazy then burst into laughter. She didn't stop when 

diners from other tables turned to look at her. Tears welled up in her eyes.  

After that the conversation was more fluid. Clara spoke about her sister with 

whom she lived; she was handicapped and required constant attention; about her desire to 

travel, and about feeling "stagnancy" in her life. She explained that her niece constantly 

resisted her, and told me she missed from her own girlhood.  

"I could spend literally hours lost in my imagination. Now there is always some 

interruption, of life." She said life as she were spitting out a bitter fruit.  

"It doesn't have to change," I said, emboldened by what was already taking place. 

"It does, though." Her dark eyes fixed on me from over the rim of her cup, and I 

felt an energy buzzing around my heart.   

"You can hold onto your youth, and then you just lose hold of the present. They 

call you crazy." She nodded to the people in the plaza. "I always felt there should be a 

different way. And not just an escape." 

I did not know what she meant by escape, and I wanted to assure her that she was 

right, that a better way could be found. I think I wanted to assure myself the same thing.    

"You can get it back," I said. "You don't have to let it all go." I didn't know what I 

was talking about and at the same time I knew exactly what I meant. And I thought that 

this was exactly how my father talked, in holes, with emptiness.  

"I just know everything here by heart, you know? I'm sick of its tired old song."  
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This was most expensive cafe in this part of the city, I thought, but I didn't say 

that.   

"You're right though," she mused. "I don't know. Sometimes I think I only know 

how to grieve." 

Unlike sadness, grief seemed to imply a deserved experience, something self 

contained, even wholesome. But what she was talking about felt different. It felt like 

something endless, like something that became you, not like a black garment you put on 

and then later took off.   

I wanted to show her something. I did not know what, but in me was the desire, 

the confidence, and the radiance of a boy who has failed little and succeeded many times.  

"You just need a change," I said. "To make life unexpected again." 

"I'd love to just get up and go. To Egypt." She poured herself another cup, and I 

smiled.  

"What?" She held up the cup, then put her hands on her head and shook it like she 

was ashamed. "I'm excited, making new friends. I won't sleep tonight, but take it as a 

compliment that you're interesting."  

The word friend crushed my heart; unconsciously I began scanning the crowd.  

"I'm sorry," she said. She nodded to the jumble of dark bodies around us, which 

were distinctly less. "You have better things to do. It was nice meeting you."  

I watched her stare remorsefully into her coffee cup. When I thought she felt bad 

enough I spoke.  

"It's okay." 

"No, you should go find your friends." She craned her neck to look around. "Oh, 

no, I think they may have left!"   

I laughed at how genuine she sounded. "I know exactly where they'll be. On the 

beach, having a bonfire. We've been doing the same thing for years. I'd be happy if I got 

there and no one was there." 

She poured some creamer in her coffee and stirred it. 

"So, why Egypt?"   

"The art," she said happily. "What little I've seen anyway. It strikes me. It more 

than strikes me. It brings me to life." There was a low hum of electricity to her voice, and 
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again I thought of my father, only this time I heard his voice in my head. 'Timid,' he said. 

He'd used the word once to describe me, and it had shocked me, because I consider 

myself the opposite. For the first time I felt happy for all the falsehood and 

ambiguousness in my life. Its vastness ignited the soul, made me feel limitless.  

"The colors are so bright," she went on. "You can feel all the noise inside 

everything. It doesn't belong to anything except itself." 

Looking at Clara's thin, white shoulders, I wished I had taken my mother's advice 

and brought a coat so I could offer it to her. I felt closer to with her than I ever had with 

anyone; more than any of the brief, silly girlfriends I'd had, and in a way more than 

Angelo. Definitely more than my father. I needed to touch her to confirm it, to know her 

in a way that would tell me she felt it too, to understand her by the pressure of her skin.   

"I love Roman art for the same reason," I said. "I mean, it speaks to me similarly. 

It reminds me of a part of me that can't be verbalized, but I know it's there. Clean, logical, 

graceful, ageless." 

"I can see that in you," she murmured. Then she straightened. "I like our distinct 

tastes. It gives us an interesting energy."   

I smiled, realizing that up until then I'd been ignoring it. To my horror she started 

to collect her things.  

"I paid the tab," she said. "Thank you Leo, for a wonderful evening." She stuck 

out her hand and I boldly pressed my lips to it. It felt soft and fragile, and I did not want 

to let it go. After she walked away, I just sat there. The waiter came to retrieve our empty 

cups, and he handed me the receipt.  

"She wanted me to deliver this to you." 

There was an address written on it in script that leaned heavily to the right, and I 

recognized the street. It was near Angelo's grandmother's house, a quiet neighborhood not 

far from my house, by the ocean.  

On the walk back I felt I had been summoned out of myself, that every amount of 

pain, blame, criticism and self-pity I had ever experienced had led me here, so it must 

have been worth it. I wanted to express how I was feeling, though I knew there was 

nothing that could convey it with the immensity in deserved. Instead I just laughed, 
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jumped into the air and delivered a long, high-pitched "eee." After a while, the silence 

felt like a cool cloth laid across my shoulders.  

I was crossing the bridge when I heard my name. I paused. I had definitely heard 

it. I was having trouble discerning whether it came from the outside or was in my head. I 

decided it didn't matter. I was so happy that the thought of going insane seemed frivolous. 

So what? I thought. I didn't need my mind. I had something better.     

I needed to climb high, higher than I ever had, reaching levels unattainable to 

others, igniting myself off the ash of their failures. This constant, consuming flame was 

the only way to live. I knew that when allowed to touch dull air it would only extinguish 

itself.  

I thought of my friends, what they were doing. I would not tell them what 

happened, not even Angelo. In my mind I saw the mint color of Clara's dress, gentle yet 

inviting. After I'd gotten up to leave, only minutes after she had, I searched but could not 

find that color anywhere in the crowd.   

 

* 

 

I enter through the gate at the top of the cliff, making my way carefully down the 

cement steps, avoiding the bright, shiny places that might be glass. Some have been 

ground into specks, and they sparkle up at me like eyes. When the path becomes sand I 

jog, effortlessly moving my legs around sticks and rocks, unable to resist the pull of 

gravity on my body.  

Two feet above the beach the path ends, and I jump, the sand skirting around my 

ankles as soft and warm as a woman's hands. I remember I left my shoes and shirt on a 

bench at the top of the cliff where I stopped for a drink of water.  

Oh well, I think. I still have the receipt in my pocket. I lay it on dry sand and 

cover it with a stone. I can get the rest when I go back up. 

I look up and see La Sedia Del Papa, the Pope's Chair, rising from the water like a 

giant nose of stone with a rocky ridge just like my father's. On the other side is a flattened 

seat, with two wings rising up like the arms of a chair.  
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It was my grandfather who first showed me it. He used to bring me here when I 

was young and I would climb on it. When I got older I started jumping off it. You have to 

be careful, there is only a space about several feet in width where it is deep enough to be 

submerged safely. Angelo and I have been coming here for years, to swim, jump off, or 

just sit, talking or taking in silence. This is one of the few times I've gone along. But 

today I don't exactly feel alone. The chair seems aware of my presence, like it was 

expecting me.  

I climb up on it and then dive into the ocean. The water is warmer than I thought, 

though pockets of cool envelop me as I move through it. I swim straight into the ocean 

for about a minute or two and then turn back. I'm swimming as fast as I can, and usually 

this calms me, but today I feel like I could go for miles without stopping.   

Beneath the chair is a pool, separated from the ocean by an outcropping of rocks 

that form an irregular wall. I hop the wall and lower myself into the pool, and it is as 

warm as a bath. A few weeks ago Angelo and I discovered a fissure in the wall a few feet 

from the surface that is about a foot wide at its tallest point, two feet wide at the bottom.  

I'll swim through it, I think. Neither Angelo nor I have ever done this, though 

we've talked about it. I'm sure he'll be impressed when I tell him.  

  The water in the pool is so warm it feels like skin, and I can't differentiate my 

own temperature from it. There is no way of telling where I stop and the water starts. I 

am nervous, and I assume it's because I'm meeting Clara today. I know she will be alone. 

Swimming across the pool, I get the sense that I am being watched. I see myself from 

several feet above me, my thin, muscular arms gliding through the water, blonde nest of 

hair glittering, and my eyes as vast and unknowable as the ocean itself.  

I climb the rock wall, and the feeling of separateness leaves me. I can feel the 

eyes of all things watching me. The ocean with its grand, mute smile; the sky and its 

single-minded stare. I don't need to see myself in these things, I think. I am more than 

that. I have something in me even more infinite than the ocean and sky. And it begins 

with smallness, the sense that there is only one true audience for a person, which is the 

self. 

When the edges of rock become painful on my feet, I dive into the water. I 

surface, taking a deep breath and going under. Then I resurface, thinking the breath 
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wasn't large enough. I breathe regularly a few times before taking a longer, deeper breath, 

and then I descend.   

When I open my eyes I see all the bits sea life floating around me. Some seem to 

pulsate with life, while others just float, chunks of dirt or stray blades of wood. They 

seem to gravitate toward a center, only the center is everywhere, it both holds and frees 

things simultaneously. Water pushes into me from all sides. I see the rock, with decades 

of grit clinging to it. The crevice opens before me like a wound, and I feel strangely 

called into its silver, open mouth. I kick and weave my body lower, imaging myself 

emerging on the other side and anticipating the warmer water. I feel rock brushing my 

sides, and a feeling of happiness pours through my heart like a warm stream. 

The wall is not as wide as I remember, or else I didn't enter it at the widest point. 

A memory flashes through my head that I hadn't given it a full look before plunging 

through. The rock grazing my sides turns to a deliberate push, and I feel my body 

horrifyingly slowing and rising. I fight with my arms but continue rising, laughably, 

obviously, suctioned into the narrowest part of the crevice. The rock scrapes against my 

body then stops.  

Sunlight filters down through the water in streamers. I had not though death could 

be so pretty. Or quiet. Water moves gently around me, plugging softly like the noise of 

train traveling far away. I see shapes moving in the water, wiggling free of themselves, 

their outlines made of both sun and shadow. Above me I can make out the flatter, darker 

blue of the sky through a few feet of mottled water. 

Thoughts push against my head. I see the color of a ripe apricot, and think of skin, 

of Camilla. It is almost as if she thinks me. I see her hands and their opposition with the 

dough. I try to picture Clara, hoping it will give me energy, but she exists only as an 

outline, a tunnel whose end I cannot know unless I enter it.  

I hear a hissing sound and realize it's coming from my own head. My lungs begin 

to burn and swell against my ribcage. Each breath sets off a burning tendril of smoke, 

beginning in my forehead and traveling down to my toes. 

Soon the hissing turns to screaming. I feel separated from myself once more, only 

this time it is physically painful and accompanied by a strange sound, almost as if skin 

were being released from skin.   
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At the surface I am bleeding, though not badly. In my head something beats like 

waves of water against rock. And is a source in me, sprung free, like the release of a hand 

I had not known I was holding, causes me to look up at the moon sitting palely in the sky 

and kiss the air beneath it in gratitude.  
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Dreams on Shelves 

 

For as long as I can remember, and since before I was born, my family has gone 

on vacation to Cape May, New Jersey every summer. My parents liked it because unlike 

other shores it wasn't dry, and also it was small. I liked it because unlike other shores it 

wasn't trashy or depressing to look at, and also it was small.  

Every year down the shore, some part of me would be allowed to grow up, 

allowed to change. In the comfortable, detached and manageably exciting atmosphere of 

a vacation I extended my imagination a little further than I typically let it to go, 

sometimes sustaining it for the w hole week or two. Always on the three-hour ride home I 

would decide whether or not it was still viable to continue any of the changes I'd made 

out of fun and boredom at the beach. And even if it wasn’t, I still thought they were fun 

for whatever small period of time was spent doing them.  

The summer after I graduated college with an English degree, I felt stretched too 

thin, dangerously close to being empty of any sense of myself, so I didn’t feel strong 

enough to allow myself any more room to change because I had so little to begin with, 

and also nothing from which to move. What I wanted, what I needed, was a retraction, 

security, thick walls surrounding me, constancy, a bed, a blanket, a blue sky.  

I had most of those things, and in addition I was writing lots of poetry and 

working as a manager for a couple pools where I'd lifeguarded the summer before. I was 

making more money than I deserved for how little work I was doing--I spent nearly all 

my time analyzing my emotions and thoughts when I was supposed to be watching either 

the pools for floating dead people or my lifeguards to make sure they were watching the 

pools. Though you could argue that I got paid too little for the few times I did concentrate 

on the flailing bodies in the pools to make sure each one was just as alive as it had been 

when it came in.   

I did not keep in touch well with my friends from college because I was 

devastated for having lost them, nor did I keep in touch with the friends who now lived 

close to me again, friends from high school, because I felt I had lost them a long time 

ago, and every time they came back to me just for a few hours it worsened the pain, and I 

remembered everything I used to love about them.  
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One morning I was driving around from pool one to pool two to pool three, pool 

three being the smallest and easiest pool to watch, and I was blasting my favorite CD at 

the time, Bloc Party’s Silent Alarm, and one of my favorite songs on it, which was called 

Blue Light. I was about the feeling of being in love with your loneliness. Well anyway, 

this was what it communicated to me.  

And I felt so overwhelmed listening to its heavy pulse of silence versus sounds 

and the low long beeps that blended into each other and sounded like crawling or crying 

or prying away death. They heaved away any other noise inside my body until I felt so 

empty I began to cry, which was not abnormal for me, especially while being in a car 

alone in the morning. I thought mornings were the saddest, most beautiful part of the day.  

When the crying wouldn’t stop, I thought that what a person did in such a 

situation, when they felt that the line between a good cry and a cry that might go on 

forever had been crossed, when they feared never being able to stop and thus not being 

able to get to work on time, was call a friend. I called my friend Ashley.  

"Hi Ashley," I said through tears.  

"What's wrong?" she asked, very concerned because it was unusual for me to call 

her or anyone else in tears.  

I told her that nothing at all was wrong, and that this might be the problem. 

"Well" she said, hesitating. I could sense something in her voice that I identified 

as either disgust or betrayal. "You might want to get put on something." 

Ha! I remember thinking after hanging up, validating myself for all the millions of 

times I'd felt like this and never once picked up the phone. Now I remembered why.  

The lifeguards were all younger than me. I fought with the part of me that wished 

I were their age and had their flimsily ignorance. They angered but fascinated me with 

the way they could care so little about human life. I wished I didn't have to look at the 

pool every day and see the exactly position of death as it waited to scoop up my bathers. 

It didn't long for my anxiety to ratchet up my depression and soon I was falling asleep 

while awake and making up languages that people no longer understood and it didn't 

matter. The job at the pool was a good way to be around people but at the same time I felt 

very isolated from them.  
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That summer I wrote a bizarre love story about a kid at one of my pools. He 

reminded me of this guy I'd been in love with all throughout senior year. The kid was 

Spanish looking and the boy I had fallen in love with was Venezuelan; both had round 

faces and firm cheeks and soft brown eyes and a pretend way of being aggressive that I 

thought was adorable. Both, like me, seemed to love and hate people. This little boy liked 

to crawl along the wall instead of swimming, and when I told he might want to learn how 

to swim he'd scowl at me and keep squishing his body along the wall until I had to give in 

and agree that his way was much cuter. 

After I'd returned home from school I asked the real boy, the one I'd loved and 

still did love, over the internet, more or less what had been wrong with me, and why he 

didn't like me. I think I phrased it something like, I was in love with you, not to be 

informative, but to make him feel guilty for rejecting me. But he surprised me: why? He 

asked. Why didn't you tell me? I didn't have an answer.  

If it was too hot to run in the morning, or if I feared running would leave me so 

dehydrated and tired that I'd be unable to do my job in the afternoon without puking, I'd 

leave early for the pools and swim laps. It took me quite a few weeks to build up the 

courage to do this. I loved to exercise but I did not leave departing from my normal 

routine. I found swimming to be unlike any other exercise I'd ever done. I would lose 

connection with myself completely, aware only of the movement of the water around me. 

I swam breast stroke for an hour, without goggles and so without really swimming breast 

stroke, and I never felt tired until I got out of the water, and when I did it was a soothing 

tired, a smoothing over of all the nerves in my body, everything running calmly and 

cleanly along its path.  

One day a hornet decided to land on my head each time I surfaced. The buzzing 

blew up inside my ear and I’d scream. Each time I went under I prayed it would go away; 

somehow it would always find me and terrorize me again. I remember the feeling of 

being so scared that I wished myself away instead of the hornet, thinking it would be a 

cleaner, easier feeling of being free. The hornet did not want to move from its position of 

hovering over me and then descending onto my wet head whenever it came up. There had 

to be another way of avoiding it; I knew I was going to have to come up eventually. That 
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was the part that I dreaded the most, not the hornet, which I knew would find me. I 

dreaded the fact that I had to surface and make it easier for the damn thing. 

I had taken a poetry class my senior year that I liked very much, and in it I learned 

how to stave off a feeling so I could write about it with as much or greater clarity than if 

it'd actually happened. I started writing on legal pads that summer because the yellow 

was comforting and it felt like I was just contributing, not necessarily creating out of 

nothingness. My father was a lawyer and had lots of these.  

The words I used to help describe what I hadn't felt showed me that I didn't have 

to feel it to be able to learn from it. I didn't have to allow myself to feel a thing I didn't 

want to feel; I could examine myself and metaphorically charge money to myself each 

time I wanted to feel something, so it would not happen. I was happy with this discovery. 

Then I buried myself in words.  

During the day I would think of lines of my own poetry as if they were universal 

phrases everyone knew, phrases that calmed a person in a time of trouble. I was always 

writing. Nobody could figure out why I was doing it, not even myself, but I think we all 

felt that it was due to a force greater than. I got all the inspiration I needed from my 

family: my mother was the sort of person who could bend reality with the weight of her 

silences; my father distrusted everyone, including himself; my sister believed in nothing 

but the absurdity of believing in anything; my brother lived to prove himself wrong. And 

I would gorge myself with music only I could hear. 

I took a week off work in July to go to Cape May with my family. It was a nice 

place, an apartment on the second floor, with a modern kitchen and wood floors. There 

was always a distinguishing quality about each of the places we stayed: in one house, all 

of the hallways tilted to the side; in another there were two large and thickly screened in 

porches that made you feel like you were in a cage; one was shaped like a lemon shoebox 

and looking at it made you want to laugh; one had a low sloping ceiling on the third floor 

that I banged my head on a lot, and the fan made a rhythm I had to end up accepting and 

incorporating and finally using as the base rhythm of my sleep.     

Every morning I ran, either on the boardwalk or in neighborhoods. There were 

always a lot of other runners so I felt at home. On the boardwalk it was nice to be able to 

track how far I went (3 miles up and back), and also to be able to hear the tide 
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languishing in the background. All the other runners were like an encouragement 

committee. I would smile and wave at them as I passed; it felt like an agreement had been 

formed between us that life could be ours if we could form the rhythm of our own ecstasy 

and our own pain, which was what we did out there each day. 

Immediately after running I felt a sense of disconnection and freedom, so deep 

that for the first time that day I would look down at my body and realize it did not belong 

to me, as I’d previously thought. There was endless space surrounding everything; all we 

had to do was sit still and listen to the echoes rippling in the silence. That was the only 

time I ever got that feeling, except for when I took my first few sips of alcohol on a 

nervous and empty stomach.  

A lot of the neighborhoods had the same, colorful Victorian houses and bright 

green lawns, and sometimes while running on a hot morning, I would lose my way from 

being tired and dehydrated. I remember coming to one corner and realizing that I had 

come to it before on that same day. My brain now interpreted the corner as a series of 

open spaces, angles and shapes through which colors and textures appeared neatly. In my 

field of vision was a dull, yellow square house with a neat, box shaped lawn; the flowers 

in the garden seemed to pop; they were shiny like plastic and seemed to edge everything 

away so they could be bigger and more concrete. And I knew once I left that the flowers 

would remain larger and stronger than I’d ever be. There was also a water tower behind 

the house, a small one that reminded me of something fake being used in a play. And I 

thought about how in between reality and all things there a layer of fake into which we 

implode ourselves. 

One day I decided to stay at the house while the rest of my family went to the 

beach. I wanted to write and relax with the house all to myself. Also I was sick of all the 

heat and the yellow light and how depressed I'd feel at the beach when I found I was 

unable to think in complete sentences, and I would have to reduce my thought processes 

to words or numbers or colors and I literally felt death encroaching on me with each 

second. That day I wrote for about an hour and then the rest of the afternoon stretched 

blankly over me. If hours were a storm I would have been covered by black, unable to see 

my own hands in front of me. I needed to dig myself out of the black and timeless space I 

felt feeding off me, so I did something I knew would jolt me back into reality. I ate 
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enough Oreos so that I’d lost track of how much I ate. The overeating wasn’t the 

problem; the problem was to not know exactly how much food could be accounted for 

inside me. This was unacceptable and I couldn’t handle it. I’d started eating parts and 

then throwing parts away, and it became even harder to keep track, and I could feel the 

edges of me blurring away and I was unable to delineate the sides of things anymore, and 

what remained was unsturdy and fallible. And I knew after it happened that I would be 

forced back into time and into feeling and I would have control over the black. But this 

time I ended up needing even more control to regulate what had happened, and so I 

decided to try to puke up the Oreos. In my head I thought they'd come flinging out of me 

with their white middles still intact, but it was not like that at all. Instead, black, stringy 

ooze emanated from deep inside of me, as slowly I coaxed it out like a timid worm. 

When I realized I'd never get all the blackness out from inside me, I felt betrayed by 

reality, though secure in my hate. I'd used myself once more and in the end I had won 

over my feelings.  

One night my brother's girlfriend Melissa came to visit him, and we all went out 

to a bar. She suggested we switch clothes for the night. 

"Sure," I said, excited to be someone else for a while. I wore her pink tube top and 

black shorts, but my plan backfired and I was self-conscious all night. There was a band 

with steel drums and everything was darkly lit and hazy and it all felt so fake to me. I 

couldn't reattach to myself in order to be there, and so I stayed stuffed up inside someone 

else’s body with its outline pinching and rearranging me, hoping no one would notice me.  

My mother and I liked to take walks during the evenings. We walked to the end of 

the boardwalk where there was a bigger beach where people liked to surf. The waves 

were much bigger there for some reason. I watched bodies bounce up and down in the 

water, kids with wetsuits, their boards strapped to ankles. Mothers sat on blankets with 

babies, and some of the fathers were attractive.   

One night while we were walking my mother talked about my brother possibly 

getting married in the near future. There was something in her voice that suggested that 

the best parts of life were also the worst. And there was passivity, which was new for me 

to hear. She talked about life as it were something apart from us, something that could 

push and pull you like water while you just bobbed around in it. I couldn't stand to think 
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of life in this way, especially not for myself. I was sure I had a bigger impact than that. I 

focused on a pink square in the sky that looked like a tiny fading window. I later wrote a 

poem about how it reminded me of my mother, though I think it reminded me of my own 

life, too. I liked to think of myself as something beautiful that was slowly becoming 

invisible. The becoming invisible of anything was impossibly beautiful and it was hard 

for me to give that up.  

After coming home each day from the beach my family always did the same 

things: drank cocktails, worked on a puzzle and watched golf. I was uninterested in all of 

these things but I participated. The puzzles were for my brother, who had a mind that 

delighted in controlling all of the invisible portions of something whole. I'd sometimes 

find a corner and put it in, but puzzles lost my attention easily. It seemed boring to put 

things together. If there was anti-puzzle that wanted to be taken apart I’d have liked that 

better. I just sat there writing, sipping diet Sprite with a splash of vodka in it, curled up in 

sweatpants, feeling crisp and cool in the air conditioner and fresh with my blank pad.   

I always drank on a nervous, empty stomach because it made me feel inwardly 

expanding, and the outside could get a better, cleaner view of itself. I was two separate 

people, where one could examine the other. I was in a strange mood all that summer; I 

felt both bliss and despair simultaneously, not somewhere in the middle, but equally each 

extreme. The effect was a muddled sense of myself and extremely muddled sense of 

everyone and everything around me. The despair was generalized, like wind in trees, 

shaking all of me before I realized what it was; individual moments were beautiful. They 

made so little sense I could think of no other box to put them it. So it'd be true to say I 

believed in the moments but I lived the despair.  

Life for me was not unlike being inside a dream. I thought of myself as being 

permanently on the timeless and formless side of some bridge, across from which was 

time, form and life. I was so close I could see it all and receive its gifts, yet none of it 

belonged to me.  I had everything within reach without having anything. In my actual 

dreams I had the gift of sometimes being able to control myself; I had awareness as a 

narrator, someone who could change the direction of the scene or the content of the 

script. I felt this way in life too, that I exerted a peculiar and precarious control over 

myself that seemed detached from any logical explanation. It was just that at certain 
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moments I was able to funnel some part of my thoughts into reality. There was something 

special about feeling privileged enough to both swim in the stream and stand on its bank 

watching the water go by. 

Life was essentially like being inside a giant library. The library was me, and on 

the shelves were all the dreams I’d ever had. I could pull one down at any time and 

experience it but the only catch was that I’d have to put it back. So I knew I could 

experience anything only my time was limited with it. The funny part overall was that 

generally time was not limited, only the dreams were. So in a way the dreams delineated 

time.  

During my duller moments I wondered how I'd gotten to wherever I was. This 

happened at unusual times, such as when I was pumping gas. I stared at the cement or 

asphalt with its oil stains and faded, flattened gum, heard engines coughing and saw 

people empty of expression. I felt like I occupied a space between; that I'd never gotten to 

wherever it was I was going, but that I hadn't stayed anywhere either. I wasn't sure who 

people were, but the ground, for some reason, its hard ugliness, was something I 

recognized as being both inside me and at the same time very far away.  

My parents' friend Marla was always at the beach with us, along with her husband 

Tim. That week she borrowed a book of mine called Homebound that I read in a senior 

seminar on memoirs. I dreaded the class because the guy I loved was in it, and also I 

could never tell if I was on the teacher's good side. All the books in the class had to do 

with a person relinquishing his or her tight control on themselves and the universe, and so 

I hated that too.  

The protagonist of Homeward was a woman, not unlike my teacher or Marla, who 

was on a spiritual journey of some sort that was being fostered by creativity. I disliked 

how the book seemed to go on a journey of its own and how it assumed you wanted to be 

a part of it. I thought the writing ornate, the end contrived, and that the book itself seemed 

insignificant when compared with a real spiritual journey, the kind that could not be 

expressed neatly between two covers. 

Marla was like the protagonist in many ways: an older woman, artistic, sensitive 

and observant. And calm, which I hated the most. Reading this woman's drawn-out, 

elaborate musings seemed to rip the edges right off life until the world became a bleaker 
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and bleaker shell. It robbed me of all the boundaries I depended on so fiercely to use me 

until I could force them back into submission.  

I loved Marla like a mother, though my love for her was obligatory and 

creaturely, like a swinging door. I feared that I might end up like any of them: the 

protagonist, Marla, or my teacher. I did not want to be on a spiritual journey 

characterized by endless darkness lit by a questioning that you prayed would keep you 

aloft. Questions never kept anyone aloft. The woman in the book had chosen to give up 

all her previously established boundaries so she could experience the shape and pull of 

the universe and this was just disgusting to me. It seemed she had merely killed herself 

and tried to doll it up and call it artsy.  

I also hated the book because I saw in this woman my future self, and I distrusted 

her, the same way my dad scowled at himself in every picture that was ever taken of him. 

One day our future selves would come barreling through without asking our permission 

to take us over, obliterating whatever we were. But there was the deep, mute worry that 

one day my energy would die out. That I'd lose whatever allowed me to live among my 

sheath of lies until one day I felt like giving in and accepting the world. I feared giving 

up, that a giant heavyweight of nothing loomed in the distance.  

"What did you think of the book?" asked Marla. "I really liked it."  

"Ugh," I said exaggeratedly. And I said something to the effect of the writing 

being self-indulgent.  

What Marla said next rang a bizarre tune in my head; it was like I'd heard it 

before. "Does the word survivor mean anything to you?" she snapped.  

Are you kidding me? I thought. What had I been doing for my entire life, if not 

surviving? If nothing else, I was a master at this. 

The next morning I went running and returned feeling boundless, like something 

inside me had been released. But it had to be contained. So I sat on the patio couch, even 

though I hated that dirty couch because it was old and wet feeling and the sand on it 

clung to your body and turned into grit.   

I wrote a story on a yellow legal pad, seven pages start to finish without looking 

up once. The story was about a night several nights ago that I'd spent some with a friend.   
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I couldn't figure out what was meant by what I had written, though I liked it. It 

felt like something true and at the same time necessarily unknowable. It matched my own 

feeling of being locked out of myself by some mechanism I had put into place years ago. 

It had originally had been put there for efficiency purposes, but its reason for being there 

changed and seemed to be doing so much more rapidly these days. Now the mechanism 

seemed to have something to do with time.   

The story intrigued me. I knew the girl in it was myself, and the guy was my 

friend, but I was not aware of any of the thoughts or feelings that I had given the girl. The 

end especially struck me. It mentioned how the girl felt the most at a distance not from 

others, or from the world, but from a sense of love inside herself. At one point love had 

flowed through her, she had not even had to pay attention to it; this was perhaps when she 

was a child. But now something in her had dried up, and she had gone on pretending it 

was still there, still alive. Well, what was wrong with this? I thought. Wasn’t perception 

reality?  

I decided I would just let it go and not think about it consciously. I figured 

whatever needed to be worked out would work itself out in the same way I had written 

this story without knowing what I was writing, or why I was writing it. I trusted that 

whatever had to be expressed would eventually reveal itself to me. After all, it had come 

out completely on its own accord; it had little to do with my thinking or my thoughts.   

Deep down, though, a break was taking place in my mind. But I felt it as distantly 

as I did everything else. I was curious to see if I would be able to view life the same way 

after discovering this hidden secret about myself; that the main character could feel no 

love. I wondered how such a beautiful story, one that seemed so full of love, could be 

written out of such emptiness? Where was the love coming from? It must be that the pain 

was beautiful, that the pain transformed itself; I’d known this as long as I’d been alive. 

And objectively I wondered if it was possible to survive on thoughts alone, and a sense of 

humor, strong discipline. I thought that these could be nourishing enough that even 

without love a person would function. Maybe there was maybe a way to walk in the 

middle; to understand that in some sense I felt deprived, but to not let the knowledge of 

this deprive me even more.  
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Plus, I could myself destroy the part of me that felt intangible.  A sense of 

lightness came over me whenever I recognized the disconnect, the great nothing that felt 

so much like me I often confused the two, both clinging to and hating the barriers that 

separated us. It was the vacuous stare of an empty universe that made me feel so much 

more than I thought was possible. It was the bliss and despair that could hold me taut, 

showing me how everything was outlined equally in shadow and light, composed equally 

of edges and emptiness. In the dormancy of myself I felt the particular gracelessness of 

death.  

If I had to put it into a physical sensation, it would be like being pushed away 

from life and at the same time feeling content, whole and secure in your isolation, to the 

point that you could not live without it. I thought that all you had to do was to hold tightly 

to your emptiness and then you would be infinite. I thought if I kept one foot in life and 

one foot out I would never have to feel any of the pain but I would be able to experience 

all of the benefits.  

The day I wrote about, that spent with Jerry, a friend from high school, was the 

most fun I'd had in a long time. Though at the time I wouldn't have described it as fun; it 

was eerily blank to me.  

We went to the beach late the afternoon; normally my family went somewhere 

around ten o'clock and stayed until two. We were on the beach amidst the most 

oppressive, thought-stopping heat. The hours simply erased from my mind. But that day 

the intensity of the sun had passed and the water felt unnaturally cold. We stayed until 

evening, when the only ones on the beach were old couples that sat there all day with 

coolers and umbrellas and paid no attention to anyone. I was fascinated by the fact that 

they could just sit there all day, like a tree or a rock, their bodies rooted to the ground. 

I had known Jerry since high school. He was small like me, and fit, also like me. 

He convinced me to go into the water, and once I went in I felt good, and we laughed and 

talked eagerly. We did not flirt because I loved Jerry too much to want to give him what I 

had. Also I could not handle emotion from people I loved. It was too much, and it felt 

dirty, like something I'd have to shower to remove from myself when I got home. If I did 

let it contaminate me I had to go someplace else in my mind. But I appreciated his body, 

the same way I appreciated my own; as a distant thing, a root, perhaps, misplaced, whose 
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shape could be disciplined into order, whose color displayed the sun naturally, whose 

texture was like another version of sand. The thought of touching his body, of enjoying it, 

repulsed me to the point of shock. Though I could tell it was a beautiful thing to be 

around, and I appreciated it.   

We took his bike home, and I sat on the handlebars. The sun was shining and I 

watched all the houses and people pass by. I knew then that everything was on its own 

separate journey, apart from mine, but in that way we were alike. A few times I screamed 

for him to slow down or take his turns more carefully, though I remember feeling 

bizarrely safe, like even if we fell, it would be impossible for me to get hurt. 

After weaving in and out of the vacationers on Beach Drive, we made a right onto 

a wide, empty asphalt road. I felt better, even though I did not trust Jerry, but I did trust 

the bike, which was built for a certain purpose and did not have the option of refusing it. I 

saw a baby and a construction worker and as we passed them I knew they were not part 

of what I was part of, that it'd be impossible for us ever to touch. For once I did not worry 

about what side of life I was on. 

"Your hair smells like shit," said Jerry as he slowed to a stop in front of my 

parents' rented beach house.  

I liked Jerry so much that I took this as a compliment, coming from him. When I 

got off my legs felt like pounded meat and looked like two mushy halves of melon, a 

greenish tint to them like honeydew. But at the same time I felt happy; maybe I wasn’t 

happy, but I felt new. I reminded myself of those overweight, stringy hair, ugly-bathing 

suit wearing women on the beach late in the day, who could not possibly be afraid of the 

feeling of wet sand clinging to their bodies.  

As I was getting ready to go out again with Jerry that night, I noticed with some 

anxiety that I had lost some weight. I knew this would happen because I ate less on 

vacations and exercised more. I was better; I was happier. The dinners we had were 

always healthy, fish and vegetables, and I walked a lot during the day. I had achieved my 

goal by coming closer to true beauty than I ever had, but at the same time I felt very low 

and unfortunate and very angry with myself. I assumed this was because I knew like 

anything else the bliss could only last so long, and then something would come along, 

insert itself inside of me, and I would feel big again, too big for myself, too big for the 
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world. But tonight, after getting out of the shower, I could tell by looking down at my 

thighs, noticing how much flesh hung down when I lifted them into the air, that I was 

skinny. So to trick myself into feeling normal, I decided to allow myself a treat; of 

course, it would have to be ice cream. I knew I wouldn’t enjoy it. I wasn’t dumb enough 

to think I would; but I was hoping I’d forget and a few seconds would come back to me, 

seconds were I could recite the lines necessary to live in life and not out of it. Although I 

knew the punishment for this would be severe. And there was also a part of my brain that 

assured me that this one indulgence would keep me from looking sickly thin, and thus 

prohibit people from questioning me and intruding on my life.  

I put a thin flowered skirt that grazed my thighs and felt like wings brushing my 

legs off the ground. And a loose cotton camisole that felt like wind on my skin. I got 

some stares walking downtown, mostly from older men, which had been happening a lot 

recently, especially while I ran. Men would smile and wave and sometimes shout 

something friendly to me, and I'd smile shyly, waving back and tucking my hair behind 

my ear. I never felt like it was me who they were admiring; it was my body, tanned and 

trimmed, and I was new to experiencing it as they were.   

Ice cream did not mean nearly as much to Jerry as it did to me, so he let me pick 

the flavor. I was grateful, because I knew that my experiment would only work if I had 

complete control over it. Otherwise I would not get my private pleasure of blankness and 

then the guilt afterwards that would reconnect me to life and remind me how important it 

was to disconnect. I wanted to pick something that tasted good, that would excite me with 

its originality, and that would add color to my thoughts and perhaps weight to my thighs, 

even though I detested my body when I could feel it. But at the same time I thought of 

myself like a plant, actually more like a weed, and I could not stand not being given an 

equal chance at growth as all the other spiny, green unloved things out there.  

After standing in front of the long freezer window for about fifteen minutes, I 

decided, disappointingly, on turtle fudge brownie in a cup. What I wanted was to stare at 

them all and then walk away, but I knew I would have to buy one. Once I told myself I'd 

do something I could not stop myself from going through with it. I did not have the 

power to oppose myself when I was choosing something on purpose. The purpose took 

hold of me like a knife against my neck until I fulfilled whatever it was.  
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I picked this flavor because it had the most stuff in it that I would otherwise not 

eat. If there had been a flavor that combined all flavors and yet allowed each to retain its 

own specific taste, I'd have happily picked that one, but I would have become anxious, 

certainly, for all the flavors in other stores I'd be missing. I was always more concerned 

with what was not there; it always tasted much better than whatever lump of sugar melted 

on my tongue.  

My mind imbued the boy who scooped my ice cream with a God-like status, 

which was even more ironic because he was underweight, pimply, and had long, 

uncombed and ratty hair. When he spoke he didn't bother annunciating the crusts of 

words; to him it was all just filler, a string of examples and phrases in his head that 

blended together. Jerry asked him if there were walnuts in the ice cream, because he was 

allergic to them.  

"No," said the boy. "Only peanuts." 

We went outside to sit on a bench and eat it.  The first bite was the most painful; it 

was the transformation of myself into something real, and it hurt more than any physical 

pain I’d ever felt; I could feel the life crinkling in me and coming alive from all the 

crevices and empty spaces where I’d shoved it away; it was the nurturing, disgusting 

feeling of growth into a callous land. After the first bite, the guilt formed a tunnel down 

which I was propelled, until there was no turning around; it would be impossible to climb 

back up that tube of discomfort. So I ate and watched Jerry eat and tried to space out my 

bites, but I could think of nothing else and I took another. I felt something long and 

slightly ribbed on my tongue, and I thought, this feels like a walnut.  

I pulled it out of my mouth; it was small and brown and too skinny and wrinkled 

to be a peanut. 

"Stop!" I cried. 

"What?" 

I took the ice cream inside.  

"This has walnuts in it," I told the boy. 

"Oh," he said.  

"It's okay," said Jerry who came in after me.  

"You can get something else," said the boy.  
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And I thought that it would ruin everything for me to eat the whole medium cup 

myself. I would not finish it but there’d be no way of telling whether or not I’d eaten half. 

I wanted to slap the boy.  

"Alright," said Jerry. Defeated, I went back outside. I could not stop thinking 

about the ice cream and how much I hated it and how much I wanted and even needed it.   

When Jerry came back out with vanilla with gummy bears I wanted to laugh. It 

was the worst combination possible out of all flavors I could conceive of. It was 

unthinkingly bland, too specific, and just wrong. The texture of gummy bears on vanilla 

ice cream was repulsive, like eating a trash bag in milk. Whereas my flavor was dirty, 

textured, cramped with pressure and voices, erasing me as it took me in, Jerry's was 

clean, wholly seamlessly incorporated into his body without a fight, colored to match his 

internal landscape. It did not sing to him and put him to sleep. I was horrified and amused 

that a person could be satisfied with such a simplistic relationship. 

I ate more than I'd have liked to, and the amount, which I'd intended to keep 

formless and unquantifiable, was a fact that blocked all my mental process, a rock whose 

gray side my eyes kept shining on whenever I tried to see through. I could not ignore it. 

My skirt now clung to my like a sheath, like the wrapping on a mummy, something to 

protect me from bugs once I was fully lowered into the ground.  

We walked across the small side street to the miniature golf course. It was one I 

had played many times with my family, mostly my brother. But I was feeling such a 

variety of emotions tonight that it gave me tunnel vision. Still, I knew once I hit the ball 

that the heaviness I felt overcome with could perhaps be transported some way, though 

only briefly. But it would relieve me.  

Jerry took one for the team and kept score. I was grateful, because I knew could 

not switch over from the imaginative mind that played the game to the rational one that 

did math. I had too much emotional disturbance already to handle both the inadequacy of 

my own points as well as the adding of numbers.  

I was good at miniature golf, good enough to want to see myself play better. My 

brother and I had been playing since we were younger, and I got good by watching him. 

He went away from himself went he played; there was a precision in his movements that 

could only be produced from a clean working mind that had no other impingements on it. 
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Like me, my brother was competitive at trivial sports; board games, puzzles, darts, 

bowling. We were talented and at the same time afraid to compete, because we had too 

much to lose. Miniature golf was safe terrain for both of us.  

Meanwhile we practiced self-sacrifice; all we had to do was not live up to our 

potential every single day. But small games like this we allowed ourselves to enter and 

fathomed that our greatness was just around the corner, that it was something we mainly 

kept to ourselves, perhaps out of modestly, but which we would occasionally enjoy, like a 

stiff drink.  

My technique was to swing the club over the ball and imagine the path of it going 

straight into the hole. I knew that anything you could do in the imagination could be real. 

In fact at that time I was sure the only way it could be real was if first it was enacted so 

intensely in the imagination that the world would not permit anything else.  

You had to imagine it over and over, though, until it came out perfect, because if 

any thought intruded on your imagining it would not work. It had to be a seamless 

transmission from imagination into reality, one where you obfuscated, if not obliterated, 

the distance between the two. You could only do that not only with the mind, but also 

with a sort of faith. You had to wholeheartedly believe that what you thought was true, 

that it had to be true because there was no room for other truth surrounding it. It was a 

truth that pushed all things out of its way and negatively purified a hole lit inside of time.  

So I stood over the marker that showed where to put the ball, and I imagined both 

the ball and the club going along the path toward the hole. I did it at minimum seven 

times, and I believed that my belief was not a belief, but a mental gravity that would 

affect and control. The best part was, often it would work.  

It was important not to focus too hard. If you got tired up in your imagination it 

would show and the ball would not go where you wanted it to go. And also inherent in 

your thoughts was a little prayer to luck. My brother said once that he didn't believe in 

God but he believed in luck. I thought luck was the damnedest joy. 

As we went through the course I made a few twos, a few threes, maybe one four, 

but I was definitely beating Jerry. He congratulated me several times, impressed with my 

skills. And I was somewhat happy; I was doing better than I'd hoped but I was enjoying 

myself less than I'd hoped. The ice cream had settled into my mind and I could feel 
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myself emerging from myself in odd little swells and waves of skin. It felt like the earth 

was crackling and burning into a fog of numbers and colors I couldn't enjoy because I 

had no names for them, no way to receive them. I couldn't stand myself. I couldn't fathom 

the skin I'd been born in, much less being born at all, into a hole that was really an outline 

that was really wind blowing, banging against false things. Knowing I was everything 

and yet so far from being connected was like being so desperate I would die just to 

experience the prick of one needle on my skin. 

Disconnecting myself was the only real achievable goal of the evening, the 

pinnacle of which would surely come in the middle of the night when I was dead asleep. 

So for fun I told the world and myself that on the last hole I’d get a hole in one. I did not 

want a hole in one, and I thought that if one happened without me wanting it, with me 

even wanting the opposite, wanting to lose to prove something, than I truly must be 

disconnected.  

Just to prevent myself from getting any advantages, I refused to think about how I 

might get the hole in one. To think about how would be admitting that I wanted it. There 

was no it, either. There was nothing but a rigid and empty flaking structure, one you 

could see without a body part and that existed in a clean and forgiving house inside of 

you.  

I should say that it wasn't easy thinking this way. It got hard that day, after writing 

my story. Something in my brain was clicking away and reminding me of itself, like a 

computer trying to indicate a malfunction. I could not concentrate on the transition space 

between the brain and life because the brain was greedily taking control of everything. I 

hadn't thought this would be the culmination of all my trying, but the mind did, and so it 

took everything. It was the story, I realized. Something about the story told my brain it 

was allowed to have one last ditch attempt to be more real that whatever was around me. 

My brain was giving me a very simple ultimatum; either it existed or nothing did. But I 

felt unable to even respond to the ultimatum; something had shut the door for me. I was 

outside the realm of trying, waiting patiently for word of change. I had the pleasure of 

sitting back and watching stars form out of gravel but I wasn't allowed to move.  

I had already realized that something strange was happening while I was standing 

on the corner between the block where the ice cream place was and the block where the 
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miniature golf course was, waiting for Jerry to get out of the bathroom. I had walked a 

couple feet in order to stare across the road at the promenade, a small, boarded section of 

boardwalk, true to its name, I guess, where there were shops and an arcade and a few 

restaurants, and also wider space and more benches. It was a place where people liked to 

gather and be distant with one another.  

And as I looked across at the shops and people I felt separated not only from them 

and from myself, but also from my normal feeling of separation. It had lifted, and around 

me everything and I bled into the same vacuum of form, and there were no words or 

colors, maybe it was all as pure as numbers but even that I could not be sure of. And I 

started to worry that there was a war going on and we were not casualties but had to live 

through all the death and know it as personally as we had known our friends. I wanted 

just to look at a tree and see what all was not a true, what I had fallen in love with in the 

first place. But that was contingent on everything being emptied and then filled again 

with itself; now the selves seemed to all be swimming in a river composed of me.  

Using a simpler thought process, I reasoned that what was happening was that I 

was depressed, in the sense that all things began to lie on me like blanket and one by one 

they all whispered my name, telling me to go to sleep. This motherly, nurturing voice was 

behind the strands of lights on restaurant roofs and in the slug colored sea and across the 

wispy sky; it bubbled in the people I saw walking whom I could feel wiggling inside of 

me.  

There was a simpler version even than this: everything was foul and inadequately 

designed and I too would be disposed of instantly by understanding this. But if I could fix 

my eyes on the edges and see the shape of fear hold everything in place, the way a knife 

stays in the skin to prevent loss of blood, then I would lose nothing. I had to lock myself 

inside and then the sharpness and vividness pulling through made no difference because 

without time there was no distance and without distance there was no need to move.  

You never go somewhere without leaving everything. Nothing can be taken with 

you. You sing and all the silence you leave behind comes back to your ears sounding 

more beautiful than anything. There is no account of the nothing, all the colors 

abandoned and worlds erased by your eyes. All things were stored in a sweet little place 

where nothing was but everything had time to be itself for lack of anything else to be.  



  217 

I made the hole in one, and I won a free game. As the ball rolled into the cup it 

made the noise of its receptacle. "Cup," it said, as certainly as it rolled up the hill and into 

the path I had created for it. "Cup," it spoke, and I heard it. I knew there was no chance I 

existed in immediate reality if life had become only a voice speaking its name. In 

everything was built its own beginning and death, and that included words; all I had to do 

was believe in the fabric, in the nothing in which everything hung and not the thing itself, 

and then I could push anything through any pocket I created. I could control the fabric 

and there would be no use for the things inside of it.  

Now I had gotten what I wanted, but I did not want the trouble of knowing that 

nothing mattered. I did not realize that there would be any repercussions or that I’d feel 

so I horribly small in the face of what I’d done. It was a sad feeling knowing your life 

was only a series of acts and that all of those would always be greater than whoever you 

thought you were.  

I watched Jerry hit the ball too gently, and each time it came rolling back to him. 

Finally he dragged the ball up the hill with his club and I felt a hateful violence surging 

through me. Again I reflected on how different we were, and it made me happy that I 

could be two things: at once far away and at the same time inherent in all things. Jerry 

saw each thing as having its own separated realness; I saw the fabric creating shapes for 

our minds to fill. It made sense for him not to care about what I saw, in the same way it 

made sense for me to think what he saw was stupid, and that he relied too seriously on his 

eyes to see.  

I went up to the man in the small wooden shanty and asked him for my free game.  

"We don't do that anymore," he said. "But for you, I will." 

I am pretty, was my next thought. If you drive a giant wall between you and 

others, they will feed off all of the wishes you’ve crammed into the space, feeling 

suffused with meaning. He pulled the free game ticket out of a metal tin and Jerry and I 

went to sit on a bench by where the ice cream place was again. There was a little boy 

climbing on one of the benches like a bug. His clothes were too big; they swum out 

around and beyond him, and I recognized the feeling.  

"Are you going to play in the sand tomorrow?" Jerry asked the boy. The boy 

responded very seriously in the affirmative.  
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"Let's go to the arcade," I suggested. I was jealous of the boy for being so 

blissfully disconnected and yet connected at the same time, so that he was able to respond 

seriously to a question about playing in the sand. What I wanted was something that came 

naturally and inevitably in all children, and for this reason I couldn’t stand kids.  

We ran across the street and hopped up onto the promenade. Jerry gave me his 

hand and the touch felt like a kiss of skin. Inside we played a shooting game. It was 

boring and surreal, too ditzy and logical to be true. We played that game where you bonk 

things on the head and they go back underground. I loved that game. I loved to force back 

underground the things that necessarily begun beneath you, beneath the seat of skin and 

the ground, and thus could only be interpreted from behind their silence.  

We sat down on two bicycle seats, and Jerry put two quarters into the machine.  

"Why aren't you going?" he asked.  

He was already ahead of me. I hadn't realized we were racing and now I knew 

with the same resoluteness of faith I’d had when I made the hole in one that in this game 

I would almost certainly lose.  

"I can't find the pedal," I said.  

"Look under there." He kept his eyes on his own screen. I looked down to find a 

pedal but there was none. Jerry reached across my lap to show me under the handle 

where the accelerator was, the trimmed back of his head brushing my skin like a peach, 

something good enough to eat.  

I was having fun driving. The course was exaggerated-looking, the path windy 

and orange, the color and texture of projectile vomit. I saw that the pictures and images 

on the screen were attached to nothing, pinned up by their own randomness, dangling 

helplessly on the pixilated screen. I was almost certain I’d never played a game as fun as 

this one.  

Until I realized that driving into trees and the railing and signs wasn't going to 

hurt me. They flickered as I passed through, my bike and player remaining intact. This 

confirmed that it was the most fun game I’d ever played. This is way better than my own 

life, which I’d stopped caring about a long time ago. Now I could really see what would 

become of me if I hurled myself with all of my force into every wall I saw, crushing the 

space between it and me until I would never feel separated from anything again. This was 
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the world reaching out to me and telling me that nothing was something to believe in and 

I was right to hinge all of my faith on it.  

The game was going wonderfully until I slammed into a boulder that formed the 

edge of the course and it swallowed half of my player. I could not get out of it. I wiggled 

my handlebars violently but I was stuck. And I could not believe it.  

"Why aren't you going?" asked Jerry, still looking at his own screen.  

"I'm stuck," I said, my voice sounding as dead to me as the player felt.  

"Pull back away from the wall,” he commanded. 

"I'm trying," I snapped. I debated stepping back and giving the handlebars a kick. 

I had wanted badly to be on the inside of the game just so I could get out. Maybe if I gave 

up wanting to be on the inside I could get out without having to try so hard, or at all.   

So I told myself it did not matter if I won or lose, and a strange thing happened; 

my hands released from the handlebars and when they came back, whatever pattern they 

moved in was the mathematical equivalent of giving up, or being released from pattern, 

and miraculously the player turned around and I was able to get her back on the track. 

Now the problem was moving at all, since I had given up. But what took care of this was 

the wind I felt in me, the space in front of me, and I knew it took no effort at all to 

become your future.  

I clutched the accelerator hard and came up with a strategy that would get me to 

the end of the course even though I knew I was going to lose; all I’d have to do is change 

the rules and change what it meant to win. I watched on my own screen as Jerry’s player 

took off over the jump, sailing through the sky like a bug or the hand of a clock, 

something you could kill with your own hands but if it were beautiful enough you might 

let it stay.   

I pointed my player straight in order to not fall off the jump; I did not think I had 

enough energy to do what I just did again. I thought if something could save part of my 

character’s ride it'd be her making it over the jump. I knew as she flew through the air 

that it was the closest I would ever come to two things: truly being free, and truly being 

insane, because they were the same thing.  

I let go of my hands on the handlebars. This was already in motion; the player 

was flying, she did not need to be steered, and I did not want to give her any more than 
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she could handle. When I took my hands off the handlebars there was an instant and 

bizarre sense of giving up; not of giving up winning but of giving up on myself, and it 

produced a physical reaction inside of my body. Inside the stillborn air of myself I sensed 

kicking, and the vast but specific ache of wings, producing a wind not quite connected to 

me, coming from a place in or around my belly or chest. Along with the murmur of wings 

and the fierceness of wind there was an energy being delivered along my subconscious 

that coalesced explicitly into a voice. The voice was as brusque and static as my own and 

the words it said were clearer than any others that had ever been communicated to me. I 

not only heard them but sensed them from the inside to the outside of my being. Fill me! 

They said. Please, please fill me! And I thought, yes! Oh God, I could do it! I was 

capable of filling whatever was asking to be filled without having to know what it was or 

why I was doing it. I had never been asked so explicitly before I would do it someday 

without even knowing how to or that it was even taking place. Maybe not in the near 

future, or in the future at all, but at some point I’d be able to fill me.   

The quarters clicked and the bike locked. When the vibrating stopped, I 

remembered the dream I'd had last night. In it Jerry and I were kissing while at the same 

time he was in the middle of eating a meal. He would take breaks from kissing and lean 

over into where the dream lens did not go, putting food into his mouth and then kissing 

me before he'd fully chewed and swallowed. In my dream little morsels that tasted 

unmistakably of garlic came floating along his tongue onto mine. His mouth, being 

foreign from me, would not allow me to stop craving it; each time it broke away I would 

simply sing into the empty space until it came back. And I thought if maybe this was 

what it was like to have, or understand love.  

When I saw the first place banner hanging tritely and one dimensionally across 

Jerry’s screen I told him I wanted to leave.  

We stopped at the beach to smoke. I loved smoking when I did it, which was rare, 

but I enjoyed seeing the breath as it came out a different color than when it came in. 

Shadows blurred into us and Jerry's shorts looked as soft as sand, and I remembered how 

soft his head had been, how if I got to pick where it would touch me, out of every place 

on my entire body, I’d have picked the bottom of my chin, where it did touch me. 
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I saw a green toy soldier lying in the sand and I propped it upright; there you are, 

I thought. There my little mind went. It was hidden in a thought in the shape of a man 

who was wearing green, armed and half buried in sand.  

I was not attracted to Jerry, but I enjoyed the way his outlines blurred with those 

of the night. During the day I'd seen his shining back with its fruity looking pimples and 

watched him limp because his quadriceps on one leg had atrophied due to illness.  I had 

seen his lazy eye averted and the ashen stubble on his chin and felt so pitched inwards 

that I could not even move without blanking out my mind and body entirely. He had 

asked me to put sunscreen on him, and I surprised myself by actually doing it.   

He drove me home in silence.  

I started talking about food, which always cheered me up, and also Jerry was a 

chef, so he could comments intelligently on any food. I was telling him about the dinner 

we'd had that night: a big salad with edamame in it that my dad hated but I loved and how 

it was all different colors. Then we had fish that my dad cooked on wood to give it a new 

flavor.  

"We cooked the salmon on maple flavored wood," I said. "It was good."  

"Maple flavored?" he asked.  

"What?" I did not hear what he said. In that instant I had stretched away and 

grown cold.  

"You mean, like, maple?"  

And then laughing, I thought about sex, how it was something I wanted without 

knowing why. I wanted to either let go into the physicality or let go of the physicality, or 

become so entrenched in the physicality that it would let me go. And I thought all three 

must be the same thing.   

As he got closer to my house I worried he might try to kiss me. What would 

happen if he did this? I wondered. We would both be let down. But thankfully Jerry just 

hugged me, though I did sense some disappointment on his face. And for a second I felt 

infinitely grateful for all the emptiness I’d shoved between life and myself because in 

some cases it actually caused me to do the right thing, to save someone else from being 

hurt. 
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I got out of the car and he yelled out the window as he drove off. I assumed it was 

a joke and smiled. I could always ask him what it was later. Maybe it was just goodbye. It 

was sad how things got lost or stopped before they got where they were going, how there 

were walls separating every space, even the ones we couldn’t see; how even nothing 

could not be penetrated easily. I wondered if Jerry would feel any remorse or guilt or 

disgust from the night while driving home but then the thought blanched itself from my 

mind. As I walked up the heavy steps I knew I had done the only thing I could do, the 

only choice I had ever been given. 

I couldn't help feeling regret. It’d have been nice to let Jerry come up to my room 

and maybe touch my skin as he lifted a blanket up to my neck and stood there watching 

me drift away into sleep. Anything other than that would be too much, would do more 

damage than help. The chance of him doing only what I wanted and nothing else was so 

small that it was useless even to think about.  

Really it didn't matter where I got what I needed, as long as I got it. Maybe the 

leaves on trees would egg me on, the wind nostalgically dragging me back, the sand or 

the sky tucking me into a virtual night. It could Jerry, too, but it didn't have to be. And 

giving myself the freedom to love, I’d know life the way an ocean knows rain, without 

changing and yet full of change, without giving up itself, separated and the same all at 

once.  

I loved watching it rain on the ocean. You felt that touch was infinite, that it 

existed so deeply and eternally that it didn’t matter which side became the other or when 

it happened. It didn’t matter how the water became waves or the air became steam, 

because some boundary existed in the first place to enable both things to be beautiful. 

There was always more that was beautiful than there were things that existed. It didn’t 

have to add up; you just had to know what to look for. Then you would not have to go 

around making everything ugly first, like I always did.  
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