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“In love there are no 
vacations. No such thing. 
Love has to be lived fully 
with its boredom and all 
that.” 

-Marguerite Duras
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To the point of Marguerite Duras’ take on love, it has to be said that, no, there have certainly been 
no vacations through any of the boredom—the sheer painstaking tediousness—of what it means to edit 
and publish a quarterly magazine. All in exchange for the one-off moment of “glamor” that comes 
with announcing that it’s ready for purchase to people who, for the most part, will not purchase it. But 
that’s the thing about love. It’s not really logical, and often, when trying to put into words why you 
do the things you do for it, there is no explanation that can ever quite get your meaning or sentiment 
across. Unlike the Corinthians, however, I have no need to try. Love is not to be explained, but simply 
is. And yes, for all of my griping (all of which is well-documented in past issues), I love The Opiate. I 
love creating it, I love the people and friendships it has brought into my life. Yes, I can’t help but be 
in a reflective mood upon releasing this, the twentieth volume of a magazine that was begat with a 
thousand dollar donation from a certain Oregonian neurosurgeon (whose name shan’t be mentioned 
here but he knows who he is if he ever sees this), back when his son vowed to love me forever (indeed, 
I’m still talking about it, as though I’m the last person on this earth who knows how to hold a grudge). 
That was in the spring of 2015. I had no plans for what might become of The Opiate in the future, all 
I had was a vision, sprung from a disgust for what it meant to have “cachet” on the still reprehensible 
“literary scene” of New York, particularly Brooklyn, where you don’t need much to be considered 
a writer except for some very large crayons. Ah, how nice it is to know that my venom is still just as 
poisonous as ever. 

Since those “salad days” (filled primarily with cheap pizza), I have fled from the likes of a place 
called B***wick, making my way—gasp!—outside of the New York “epicenter,” much to Dorothy 
Parker’s dismay (but then, one wonders if perhaps even Parker might have been disgusted enough 
with the New York of now to leave. Then again, no, once you suck that firmly on the Kool-Aid, it 
never really leaves your system). I suppose, like many of the last remaining artistic spirits, there isn’t 
really anywhere for me to go in this world, everything having been given over to such officialness and 
staunchness with regard to “protocol” (a Goldie Hawn movie worth seeing, by the way). How can 
a writer really be expected to function in such conditions, in which one is constantly being forced to 
have their head yanked out of the clouds? Pay your bills, don’t max out your credit cards, get a job 
that completely drains you of any will to be creative. Yes, the world has done its best, and has largely 
succeeded, at draining all remaining artists of their ability to thrive in this climate of anti-intellectualism. 
It’s Ray Bradbury’s predicted future and we’re just living in it. All that said, I’d like to think that as 
we continue to watch this dystopian future unfold (in which people do not read but instead watch 
adaptations like The Handmaid’s Tale on their various “apparatuses”) that The Opiate has been an 
effective (even if not the loudest) platform for those who still have a fondness for the type of writing 
that can only exist in the past. The type of writing meant to be read and absorbed with thorough 
attention to detail by its reader as opposed to quickly skimmed through or, worse, displayed solely 
for the sake of making others believe they are “with it”—in the know—on matters relating to erudition 
and, unfortunately by default, pomposity. Luckily, this is primarily a phenomenon that only occurs in 
New York. Just another reason you should leave if you’re still there, you poor, daft fool. 

With all of this in mind, I feel pleased to present the contents herein, starting with Lisa Youngblood’s 
“Lilly,” a resonant tale for many women who have succumbed to having children, and all the guilt that 
comes with one’s inevitable “failings” as a mother (but for Chrissakes, wasn’t housing a human being 
for nine months rent-free enough for these endless vacuums of need?). Yet when our heroine takes a 

Editor’s Note
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closer look at those more fortunate than she (read: more affluent), she realizes that having money 
doesn’t necessarily save a spawn from turning down the wrong path. A wrong turn we’re all destined
to take at some points in our predictable, frailty-laden human condition. 

Keeping with the theme of children (which is ironic considering how much I despise them, but hey, 
don’t ever tell me I let my biases get in the way of what I publish), we have Ann Anderson Evans’ 
“Child of God.” Detailing the interactions that are quintessential to American suburbia, Anderson 
Evans paints the portrait of a next door neighbor with a paranoid schizophrenic son named Alex, 
and the way in which he affects the newly moved in narrator, a mother with two kids who starts to 
reconcile the fact that maybe she isn’t as “open” to accepting others as her religion originally made 
her believe. 

What follows is Lenny Levine’s “Horror Story,” very much a “writer’s tale” that has a meta structure, 
one that also pokes fun at how often horror novelists are dismissed as hacks—yet they’re the ones still 
able to make any money off the medium. Ah, the sad plight of the writer who persists in believing there 
is any money to be made in something that isn’t a teleplay. Speaking of Hollywood, The Opiate’s 
own Zeke Greenwald has made a transfer there (well, at the moment, it’s more like the periphery of 
there, in “beautiful” Valley Village). A long-time staple/”family member” of the magazine, it’s nice to 
have one of his short stories, “Cold Feet,” in this issue (mind you, he’s typically known for contributing 
to the poetry section) to lend a certain “full-circle” quality. And, of course, so does Leanne Grabel’s 
illustrated work, Brontosaurus (which has since the time of being published as such been changed to 
the title Tainted). For this is the issue in which something I thought would never happen has occurred: 
we’ve reached the end of our serialization of the book. At forty-five chapters each filled with Grabel’s 
signature style and indelible artwork, there is undeniably a bittersweetness to bidding the work adieu 
in this volume. Yet I also feel a sense of accomplishment over having been able to keep the magazine 
going long enough to be able to complete a serialization of this magnitude. Hopefully, however, 
we’ll have more new work from Grabel in forthcoming issues, for it has always been my aim with 
The Opiate to establish a community of writers who know one another (more to the point, know 
one another’s work) through consistent publication of their short stories, poetry and other narrative 
mediums. 

On that note, we have a new Portland-based writer (just as Grabel is) entering the flock to commence 
the poetry section: Sherri Levine (apparently a popular last name in Vol. 20). With “Weekend Call 
to My Father,” Levine captures the tone of so many of us as we try our best to salvage the original 
closeness we once had to our fathers. Even if that closeness might have already been tenuous to 
begin with. 

Syed Zaman, another alumnus of The Opiate, follows with “Carvings,” a poem that, you guessed it, 
carves itself into one’s mind with images of “prose delineating our past” and protagonists of “buried 
purity.” Though that doesn’t mean said purity can’t be resurrected anew. For like Lazarus, we can 
all be brought back to life with the right literature. Which brings us to, fittingly, Alise Versella’s “If 
Planted, Flowers Will Grow in a Boneyard,” that rare breed of poem: an encouraging one set within 
the landscape of a graveyard. For the “good dirt” was “good enough for Whitman.” A poet whose 
philosophy on life also bleeds into Versella’s next poem, “I Am Here For Me,” in which she reminds 
us all, “You are infinite.” Versella (who, if you couldn’t guess from her last name, is Italian) brings 
the nature of her family-oriented origins into the final poem in the trifecta, “Cleaning Ceremonies,” 
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a loving homage to the emblems and accoutrements of patriarchal family members. On a side note, 
you should also read Versella’s poem from The Opiate’s online outpost, “Things I’ve Heard While 
Growing Up Italian” (here’s the link, as though you could copy and paste it into your browser from 
this: https://theopiatemagazine.com/2019/11/06/things-ive-heard-while-growing-up-italian-by-alise-
versella/).

Slightly farther from Italy is Susie Gharib, presently in Sri Lanka (at least last I knew), where there 
are probably fewer snobs than say, New York (if you couldn’t discern by now, I really despise that 
place and all of its false promise). Still, Gharib describes the perfect elucidation of such a person in 
“A Snob,” who, for all of his pretension, is still at the mercy of his “yacht’s temperament.” With such 
people in existence (and worse still, in power), it’s no wonder Harald Toksværd has some thoughts 
“On the Reckoning,” including how, obviously, America has been “walking downhill for a while”—to 
use extreme understatement. But then, that’s just part and parcel of why artists don’t belong here. 
These aren’t the transcendentalist days of Louisa May Alcott. On the note of rotting corpses (which 
America is), Isabel Straw’s “Weeping Teeth” (it, too, graced The Opiate’s website on Halloween of 
2019) isn’t sure to leave your consciousness anytime soon with such imagery as, “Your hollow aching 
carcass/pours gangrene through my feet knocked/back by iron ankles/to waste hopeless at my 
knees.” We never said you should eat while reading The Opiate. Or really ever, since one assumes 
you’re a “starving” artist and all. 

Sëañ Døylê’s “Save  the   <children>  from   dis-eased  word{s}” and “PICK-A-CARD!!” offer to turn 
the poetry genre even further on its ear than Walt Whitman, with its form-defying style and visual 
structure. Succeeded by Alex Deforce’s “Dark As Tar” (also accompanied by a Dutch translation), 
it heightens the notion that “a thought hard enough changes the look of things in many ways.” 
Even if the one thing that can never be changed about life--the very essence of “things”--is that it is 
finite. Something succinctly addressed by Matthew Peluso in “Life As Loss.” The brevity of Peluso 
(another poet who has graced past issues of the magazine) is complemented by fellow alum Antonia 
Alexandra Klimenko with her dreamy and escapist “Don’t Smoke in Bed.”

Building on The Opiate’s strange and inexplicable Portland connection, we have Dale Champlin to 
introduce to the fold with “Unobtainable” and “An Affliction That Transfixes the Body.” Each poem 
is a vivid homage to the distinct banality of the domestic. A concept that we all fall prey to at some 
point in the course of our romantic trajectory, even if, at the outset, it all seems punctuated by endless 
passion and whimsy. The latter qualities of which play into Delia Tesileanu’s “Almost Always After 
Midnight,” the concluding piece of the poetry section. 

Talking of love and its many cycles and iterations (which is what all great writing remains about, if 
you ask this editor), the criticism section rounds out Vol. 20 with an examination of Alice McDermott’s 
That Night. A story of innocence lost and how it relates to reconciling that Romeo and Juliet-style 
love is a myth that only youth’s perspective can sustain, one supposes it relates back to something 
mentioned in the first paragraph of this Editor’s Note. And maybe even my own love for The Opiate 
has changed and mutated. No longer do I see it with such rose-colored glasses, but accept publishing 
a literary magazine for what it is: naively fighting the windmills (for no matter how long you do so, it 
is always naive). I do hope you’ll continue to fight them with me. 

Sincerely,

Genna Rivieccio
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Lilly
Lisa Youngblood

 Lilly had eighty dollars and seventy-four cents 
with which to make a new life. She knew it wouldn’t last 
and she would eventually crawl home, tail between her 
legs, and her husband would open the door and tell her 
he loved her and make promises he would, soon enough, 
break. But that was a thought for another day. Today was 
a day for freedom, possibility and hope, and she did not 
intend to waste it. 
 And then the baby cried. 
 Lilly glanced in the rearview mirror. Jesse sat 
strapped in his car seat, huddled under his blanket, a pac-
ifier sitting helplessly on his foot. She spoke to him in a 
soft, lyrical voice and he settled, finally finding his thumb 
and thrusting it into his mouth. His cheeks pumped in and 
out like bagpipes.
 Lilly returned her focus to the road. She hated 
the sound of  a baby crying. Perhaps it was the pitch or the 
way her breasts spilled milk or the way it made her heart 

ache. Falling in love with children was risky business, to-
tally at odds with self-preservation. That tug to stay home 
and protect, to educate, to discipline, all in hopes that they 
may one day escape their inevitable future. Senseless en-
deavors when Jesus Himself  could not change the course 
of  their lives—nor the lives of  anyone Lilly knew.
 But no, she thought. Not today. Today I will have hope.
 She thought on happier matters. She imagined a 
life where she might spend an afternoon on the shores of  
a beach with nothing to do but collect shells and listen to 
waves and nibble on a pimento cheese sandwich she had 
taken the time to wrap in foil and store in a small portable 
cooler. A world where she could sit by a fire and read a 
book and find a job where people called her by her full 
name and smiled at her and told her how much they ap-
preciated her hard work. 
 The images sifted in and out of  her brain as pleas-
antly as a light summer rain, and she drove and drank in 
the landscape. Patches of  concrete with wide shoulders 
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hemmed in by freshly cut grass; 
a sprinkling of  wildflowers where 
someone had thought to throw seed; 
a cross with a bouquet of  plastic, pink 
flowers; a sign dedicated to Lady Bird 
Johnson followed closely by a second 
one to commemorate a lost general. 
It seemed it could go on forever, as if  
the world were flat and endless and 

inviting. Maybe that’s what heaven 
was, just a place with grass and 
flowers and long stretches of  road to 
travel without expectation or need to 
arrive.
 Not paying enough mind to 
the road, she ran smack over a small 
rock that had slid from the mountain 
and situated itself  just to the right 
of  the lane line. Rocks were always 
falling onto the Tennessee highways, 
and she knew to be mindful, but 
mindfulness was just about impossible 
in a burning brain. She did her best 

to manhandle the steering wheel 
and keep the car in line, and she 
succeeded, at least partially, although 
the car seemed to hobble after that, 
some spindle or pipe falling out of  
step and catching on some other part 
it was never supposed to touch. But 
the car still plodded forward, and that 
was good enough for now. The whole 

point was to keep moving, to create 
distance between an old life and a 
new one.
 The Check Engine light began 
to flash. Lilly decided to ignore 
it. There was no money to check 
any engine, and she was certainly 
incapable of  doing so herself, and she 
thought that maybe if  she ignored it, 
or even hit another rock, it would just 
right itself  again with the whack. As 
if  responding to her thoughts, the car 
offered another message: Low Fuel. 
The muscles in her neck tightened 

and twitched at the collarbone. “At 
least,” she said to the baby, “that is 
a problem I can fix.” She glanced 
in the rearview mirror but Jesse 
did not acknowledge her. He had 
discovered his toe and seemed to find 
it delectable. A coldness settled at the 
core of  her chest as she thought of  his 
helplessness, of  how his whole world 

was her and how he trusted her to 
keep him safe.
 She took a deep breath and 
began scanning for a gas station, 
which made the landscape a little less 
lovely and a little more desolate. Her 
fingers clenched the steering wheel. 
Her knuckles whitened. 
 As the odometer ticked away, 
the Low Fuel light seemed to deepen in 
color. “God dammit,” she grumbled. 
“Don’t yell at me.”
 The baby cried again. Always 
the crying. Lilly’s breasts swelled and 

Lilly - Lisa Youngblood

“The act of taking money felt 
wrong. It was what homeless peo-
ple did, and she was not home-
less—she was not the pariah of 
the bottom rung, even if she were 
closer than she cared to admit.
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heated and drenched the front of  her 
cotton shirt, which made her stomach 
tighten. She could not imagine where 
the milk had come from because she 
hadn’t eaten in almost a day. But that 
was the thing about babies. They 
took what they needed. They didn’t 
apologize. They didn’t consider 
the needs of  others. As she thought 
on it, the babies were to blame for 
everything. If  ever she could leave 
without a baby on her hip, she would 
make it. But there was always a baby.
 “Hush now,” she said as 
patiently as possible. “We’ll stop in 
just a minute.” Which was true. They 
were destined to stop in the next few 
miles, gas or not.
 The baby only cried harder.
 Lilly decided she would sing 
a song. That often helped. “This little 
light of  mine, I’m gonna let it shine. 
This little light of  mine, I’m gonna 
let it shine. This little light of  mine, 
I’m gonna let it shine, let it shine, 
let it shine, let it shine.” The baby 
quieted and she repeated the first 
verse, having no idea what the second 
might be.
 The car groaned and 
gurgled. It clip-clopped forward, 
but it maintained speed. To calm 
herself  and the baby, Lilly kept 
singing. Her hands loosened upon 
the steering wheel and blood began 
to flow through her arms again. 
The renewed circulation caused her 
heart to pump harder, an unpleasant 
sensation with the bruising. The 
aches she had forgotten returned, one 
by one like keys pressed on a piano, 
until her right eye sprung to life with 
a discordant twang. Blood pulsed 
around and through it, ricocheting 
against her skull. She felt dizzy, and 
her guard dropped. She heard his 
voice as clearly as if  he were sitting in 
the car next to her: You got no chance on 
your own. You’re just a dumbass whore.
 Still she sang.

 “This little light of  mine, I’m 
gonna let it shine…”
 The landscape passed with 
a tenuous, wobbly rhythm that 
reminded Lilly of  her mother and 
how she would wag her finger at Lilly 
whenever Lilly did something wrong, 
which was more often than not. Lilly 
had the thought again. I am a bad 
person. I deserve everything that comes my 
way. 
 But the baby wasn’t and 
didn’t, and so Lilly kept singing.
 “This little light of  mine, I’m 
gonna let it shine …”
 An exit sign. Four miles. It 
was possible. 
 She sang and prayed and 
sang and prayed, and then a second 
thought snuck up on her. She had 
sung this song to all her babies. She 
had loved all her babies. A baby was 
too close to God to be left behind. 
They held light and promise and 
innocence, irresistible to the arms of  
the woman who had given them life. 
Of  course, the others had grown and 
weren’t babies anymore, but she still 
loved them. Every single one of  them, 
even John, who had grown rotten to 
the core. A creator, the very definition 
of  a mother, knew the good inside her 
child, even when it was packed away 
so deep no air could reach it.
 And yet she had left them. 
Again.
 “This little light of  mine, I’m 
gonna let it shine…”
 One-half  mile. The car let 
out a long, low groan but continued 
to move forward. The baby laughed.
Finally the exit appeared, presenting 
itself  like the gates of  heaven. She 
turned on her blinker (even though 
she knew it no longer worked) and slid 
off the highway, allowing momentum 
to do its job. The engine grew more 
quiet, and it seemed the car had been 
transformed into an eagle. She felt a 
surge of  hope. She would simply fly 

into the station.
 But a stop sign sat like an 
angry soldier at the foot of  the exit. 
She would have to barrel through it. 
A sleepy little town like this wasn’t 
likely to have many cars in a hurry, 
and the station was only a pool’s 
length down the road on the right. 
She kept her foot above the brake, but 
not on it, and studied the back of  the 
Mercedes that seemed to have parked 
at the turn. She prayed it would 
move. When it didn’t, she prayed 
harder and harder until, finally, she 
had no choice but to slam her foot on 
the brake. The bald tires screeched, 
and she and Jesse were thrust forward 
and then back. The seatbelt dug into 
the bruises on her chest, and she let 
out an involuntary moan. The baby 
gurgled as if  he believed Lilly were 
beginning a new song.   
 When the man in the car 
finally noticed her, he raised his hand 
in apology and turned on his blinker. 
Still, he didn’t move. He was engaged 
in a conversation with a smaller man 
(maybe a boy) and, apparently, that 
conversation was more important 
than moving. She thought of  honking 
but something stopped her. Maybe it 
was the fortitude of  his car, more of  
a tank than anything else, or maybe 
it was the reality that her own vehicle 
would have folded like an accordion 
had she not stopped.
 The man nodded, laughed, 
raised his hand again and turned 
right. She watched as the car pulled 
into a Wendy’s about a quarter mile 
down the road. It was her turn to 
move. She took a deep breath and 
pressed the gas. The car coughed, 
took one leap, shivered and shut 
down. 
 The baby gurgled again.
 “Well, I’m not sure,” Lilly 
snapped, assuming Jesse was asking 
her what they were going to do now.
 Jesse did not seem to like 
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this answer. His brow furrowed and 
his little arms and legs danced as if  
spurred by an electric current. Within 
seconds, he would be headlong into 
a fit. Lilly unfastened her seatbelt 
and opened the door, ignoring the 
ghoulish howls of  the hinges. She 
plucked Jesse from his car seat and 
offered him a few gulps of  milk. As 
his cheeks pulled and suckled and 
demanded, she wondered if  this baby 
would cost her another tooth. That’s 
where poorness could be seen: in 
every missing tooth. She’d lost three 
already. One to John, one to Mary 
and one to the twins.
 When her breast felt limp, 
she unlatched Jesse and gave him 
a good pat on the back, which 
resulted in an efficient little burp. She 
smiled, relieved by the normalcy of  
sustenance and her natural ability 
to soothe, grabbed her purse and 
began the trek to the station. Surely 
someone would have mercy on a 
woman and her child.

***

 The man at the register was 
younger than he should have been, 
by Lilly’s estimation not more than 
fifteen, which she surmised by both 
his size and the pride he took in 
his position as cashier at the Stop-
and-Go. With his sandy brown hair 
and defined jawline, he reminded 
her of  her eldest son, John, and she 
wondered if  John might land a job 
like his. How often her thoughts 
slipped to John, the one the teachers 
had grown to loathe, who snuck off 
into the woods before the school bus 
arrived, who persistently smelled 
of  smoke (and sometimes booze), 
and whose vocabulary had begun to 
hinge on the word fuck (fuck you, fuck 
that, fucking school). He’d likely never 
make it as far as the young man at 
the register, which seemed too brutal 

a thought to linger on, and she shook 
her head to dislodge it. 
 “Can I help you?” the young 
man asked. His voice was nothing 
like John’s. It was deep and hollow-
sounding like he was speaking 
through a log, which brought Lilly 
back to the situation at hand.    
 “You can,” Lilly said. “At 
least, I hope so.” She adjusted Jesse 
on her hip. He was a skinny little thing 
but so was she, and he had begun to 
feel like a bag of  stones both in his 
weight and in the discomfort of  his 
hard edges. “I’ve run out of  gas.” She 
smiled, hoping to convey a whimsical 
mishap. “Only a short hop, skip and 
jump down the road. Do you have 
a jug I can fill? I’ve got the money.” 
She cringed at her final statement. It 
for sure gave her away. People with 
money never assumed they would be 
questioned about their ability to pay. 
 The boy’s eyes widened. He 
pulled a vape from his shirt pocket, 
turned away from the camera facing 
the register and snuck a toke, exhaling 
toward his toes. When the smoke 
cleared, he turned to face her. “I can’t 
give you one,” he apologized. “I’d get 
fired. But I can sell you one.” His 
hands scampered over the counter as 
if  looking for a magic button to erase 
the problem she had so thoughtlessly 
placed at his feet.
 Lilly frowned. The baby 
began to fuss. 
 “I’d push the car myself,” he 
offered, “but I can’t leave the register. 
I’m the only one on duty.” He cursed 
and slapped the counter. “I mean 
there are other people here. They 
just don’t come out front, but they’d 
be here lickety-split if  something bad 
happened.” He nodded to himself  
although Lilly understood there was 
no one else working, just a camera to 
keep him honest.
 “Well, how much is a jug?” 
she asked, switching the baby back to 

the first hip.
 The young man pocketed 
his vape and walked from behind the 
counter. He made his way to the rear 
of  the store and held up a red plastic 
jug with an oversized handle. “Seven 
ninety-nine,” he said. “Plus tax.”
 Jesse squirmed and Lilly had 
to move him to her shoulder and start 
rocking and patting his back. Seven 
ninety-nine was too much. She would 
need at least twenty-five in gas to 
make it to Ohio, then add another 
eight, and that would be thirty-three, 
which was nearly half  her money. 
Seven ninety-nine could be three 
meals, six if  you counted feeding the 
baby. “What if  I cleaned it out real 
good after? We could just put it back 
on the shelf  and no one would ever 
know.”
 The boy returned to his 
register and placed the jug on the 
counter. He snuck another drag from 
his vape. As he watched the smoke 
dissipate, his forehead wrinkled and 
his lips pursed. Good intentions 
saddled by a lack of  courage. 
 A ring at the front of  the store 
caused them both to turn toward the 
door. A man and his teenaged son, 
the very ones from the obstinate car, 
walked in laughing. Apparently they 
had seen something at the Wendy’s 
that had tickled them, which made 
Lilly bristle for she knew, on a different 
day, that something might have been 
one of  her children. Mountain folk 
did mountain folk things, not because 
they were stupid but because that was 
the way things were done.
 The man looked to the cash 
register, frowned, looked around the 
store, and finally fixed his gaze on the 
boy, who seemed to shrink under the 
attention. “You work here?” the man 
asked, which seemed to Lilly a stupid 
question, but then she remembered 
the boy’s age.   
 The boy nodded, his 

Lilly - Lisa Youngblood
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friendliness cracking like ice.
 “Well, your card reader isn’t 
working, and I need to fill my tank. On 
my way home. Been up in Highlands 
for two weeks and didn’t think to fill 
the tank before I left. No stations once 
you pass Knoxville.”
 The boy blushed and slid the 
vape inside his pocket. “Card readers 

at the pump are broke. I can take your 
card here.” He stood as tall as his small 
body allowed and reached his hand 
out. 
 The man smiled, problem 
solved. His son began to peruse the 
shelves. He had a tenuous and strange 
way of  moving, not unlike a feral 
cat: quick, sharp, overtly aware. He 
filled his arms with sugar in every 
form imaginable. Sour Patch Kids, 
Bubblicious Bubble Gum, Pixie Stix, 
chocolate chip cookies and, finally, an 
oversized Snickers bar. 

 Lilly’s mouth watered. She 
took a deep breath and approached 
the man, ignoring that nagging, but 
ever-diminishing bark of  pride. She 
positioned herself  so she was within 
two feet of  him, close enough so he 
could see her features but not so close 
that he could smell her. Although she 
did not believe she smelled, she had 

not bathed in a week so it was more 
than possible she did. “Sir, I couldn’t 
help but hear you are just coming 
from the mountains. That’s where I’m 
from.” She used her Ohio voice, the 
one she had left behind years ago. It 
couldn’t camouflage her appearance, 
but it might confuse him enough to 
make him listen.
 The man’s head tilted to the 
left. He did not associate his beloved 
mountains with people like her, but he 
recovered quickly and smiled. “What 
part?” he asked.

 Lilly switched the baby to her 
arms and cradled him. “Glenville. Just 
outside Cashiers.”
 The man nodded knowingly. 
“God’s country,” he said and 
Lilly nodded although she did not 
necessarily agree. “You coming or 
going?” he asked.
 Lilly smiled. “Well, neither at 

the moment. I’ve run out of  gas.”
 The man scratched his chin. 
His son hauled his loot to the counter, 
unloaded it and returned to the shelves, 
walking from aisle to aisle sniffing 
and scrunching his nose. Again Lilly 
thought of  a cat—not a fat, comfy 
country club cat, but a hungry, street 
one.  
 “My car is just up the road,” 
she continued. “Is it possible you 
could offer some assistance?” She was 
careful with her words, choosing them 
for the dignity they suggested.

“...that was the thing about ba-
bies. They took what they needed. 
They didn’t apologize. They didn’t 
consider the needs of others. As 
she thought on it, the babies were 
to blame for everything.”
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 For the first time, the man 
seemed to notice the baby. His 
left eyebrow lifted and he walked 
to within a few inches of  her and 
reached a hand toward Jesse’s skull. 
On reflex, Lilly twisted away. The 
man’s frown deepened. “I mean no 
harm,” he said, his voice calm and 
confident. “It’s just that his fontanel is 
inverted, which means he is severely 
dehydrated. He needs something to 
drink right away. Do you breast feed 
or bottle feed?”
 Lilly felt the chill of  fear, the 
shame of  inadequacy. All she had 
wanted was a little gasoline, not a 
dissection of  her parenting. 
 The man shrugged and 
shook his head, embarrassed. “I’m 
terribly sorry,” he said. “I am a 
doctor and I can’t seem to ever not be 
a doctor. It’s none of  my business, of  
course, but here I am, involved now.” 
His smile turned sad. He was a good 
man, albeit a clumsy one.
 “I just fed him,” Lilly said. 
“Not ten minutes ago.”
 The doctor sighed as he took 
in what little meat she had on her 
bones. Before he could say anything, 
his son walked up and presented 
his second armful of  loot, just as 
sugar-filled as the first. “Should be 
enough to get us home,” he said as 
he shrugged and offered an awkward 
smile. The doctor’s cheeks reddened. 
Lilly had to look away.
 “When’s the last time you 
ate?” the doctor asked.
 Lilly looked to the cash 
register, hoping to find a companion 
in her outrage and shame, but the 
cashier had dismissed the goings-
on and was deep into a magazine 
he probably had no intention of  
buying. The doctor’s son swallowed 
loud enough for Lilly to hear and 
accidentally dropped a bag of  
Hershey’s Kisses. It landed next to 
his right foot, and the three of  them 
stared at it as if  faced with a life-

threatening conundrum. The act of  
looking down made Lilly’s forehead 
throb, which seemed to bring to life 
every ache in her body, especially 
under her right eye. James had struck 
her so hard the night before, she was 
fairly certain the socket had become 
dislodged. It was funny to think there 
had been a time when a dislodged 
socket would have stopped the world 
from spinning.  
 “My car,” Lilly pressed. She 
really did not need people in her 
business and could not stand pity, 
which had broken more people than 
she could name. “I’ve run out of  gas 
is all. I just need a little help.”
 The doctor nodded again, 
clearly hatching a plan where he 
was the hero and she the damsel in 
distress. “David,” the doctor said to 
his son, “put that stuff on the counter 
and come with me.” The son, who 
had the pasty complexion and wiry 
frame of  a person who spent too 
much time indoors, did as he was 
told, and the two left the store. Lilly 
walked over to the oversized window, 
most likely meant for protection 
rather than pleasure, and watched as 
they made their way to her car. The 
son, who was just a wisp of  a being, 
got inside, and the doctor pushed. 
The car rolled toward the station like 
a tired old dog. Lilly glanced at the 
boy behind the register. He frowned 
and snuck another toke without 
bothering to hide from the camera. 
Maybe he didn’t care about his job 
after all.
 Lilly examined Jesse’s skull 
(which she assumed was his fontanel) 
and tried to reassure herself  that the 
good doctor had only seen a shadow 
or had approached from an odd angle 
that had distorted his view. But there 
was a strange pulse on the top of  the 
baby’s head, a sucking in and out she 
knew was not normal.
 When they reached the 
station, the doctor waved at the 

cashier, who turned on the pump, 
and the doctor filled Lilly’s car with 
gas. Her stomach tightened as each 
second ticked by, for she understood 
he would fill the tank to the brim, 
which would cost more than the 
twenty-five dollars she had allotted. 
She forced herself  to take a deep 
breath. Nothing could be done about 
that now, and she might as well 
maintain a modicum of  dignity. The 
doctor jiggled the hose, returned it 
to its holster and tightened the lid on 
the gas tank. He and his son returned 
to the store, the doctor a triumphant 
general, the son a resigned and 
doomed footsoldier. 
 Still, the doctor looked better 
now, more approachable, with sweat 
darkening the fine linen around his 
armpits and a smudge of  dirt on his 
right sleeve. He walked directly to the 
cashier and pointed to the mountain 
of  food his son had left on the counter. 
“I’ll pay for both cars, this junk and 
whatever else the lady would like.” 
He turned toward Lilly. “I noticed 
they have some tuna fish and bread,” 
he added. “And milk and nuts. All of  
that would be good for you and the 
baby. And formula, of  course, if  you 
bottle feed.”
 The doctor’s generosity 
overwhelmed Lilly. She wasn’t used 
to people tending to her, and she 
felt a great sadness for what she had 
become. What she wouldn’t give to 
be a hero herself. The glory of  giving, 
the God-like deception, most likely 
unperceived, that a singular act could 
change a person’s life. She envied him 
the innocence of  his convictions.
 But, innocence or not, Lilly 
was no fool, nor was she saddled 
with too much pride. She handed 
Jesse to the doctor (Jesse just cooed 
and reached for the doctor’s ear) and 
filled her arms with all the foods he 
had mentioned and added a pack 
of  American cheese, which did not 
need to be refrigerated, a box of  Nut 

Lilly - Lisa Youngblood
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Thins (a frivolity she had seen so 
many fine women buy) and a case of  
Mountain Dew. This gift would add a 
week to her freedom, especially if  her 
parents turned her away.
 She met the doctor at the 
register, and he handed Jesse back 
to her. His arms moved robotically 
as if, while holding her son, he had 
separated his mind from his body. 
She wondered whether the doctor’s 
stiffness was a result of  discomfort or 
disgust but decided it didn’t matter. 
She would never have to see him 
again, and she had, for sure, suffered 
worse indignities. “Thank you,” she 
said. “I mean really. Thank you.” 
 The doctor smiled, brushed 
off his sleeves and pushed the groceries 
toward the cashier, who set straight to 
work. The bells of  the register rang 
and rang and rang. Mesmerized, Jesse 
leaned toward the sound and fingered 
the air. When a total finally emerged, 
it was more than Lilly spent on her 
family for an entire week, which sent 
her into a tailspin she could neither 
contain nor understand. To add to 
the confusion, the doctor handed her 
a twenty-dollar bill. “Just in case,” he 
said.
 Lilly hesitated. The act of  
taking money felt wrong. It was what 
homeless people did, and she was not 
homeless—she was not the pariah of  
the bottom rung, even if  she were 
closer than she cared to admit. “I 
can’t,” she said and held her head 
high. 
 The doctor shook his head. 
“Of  course you can. You have the 
baby to consider.” 
 A flash of  anger warmed the 
inside of  Lilly’s brain. Babies, babies, 
babies. Always the babies. At one 
point she had been a person, a young 
girl with potential. Now she was a 
mother, and one who didn’t even 
notice her baby’s shriveling fontanel. 
 “It’s nothing,” the doctor 
said. “Really.”
 What Lilly heard was that she 

was nothing, and she found herself  
unable to speak. She just stood there 
and stared at him, unsure whether she 
would burst into tears or slap him for 
his assumptions and superiority. The 
son coughed. He scratched his left 
forearm with surprising vigor, and she 
wondered why he was not in school. 
What kind of  school closed for two 
weeks in the middle of  the year?
 “It’s twenty dollars,” the 
doctor said. “It’s not gratuitous.”
 “I don’t have anything to give 
you in return,” she said. “It makes me 
feel bad.”
 “Well, it will make me feel bad 
if  you don’t take it.”
 Lilly felt confused and looked 
at her feet. She was wearing red Keds, 
and one of  the laces had come undone 
and snaked around her left heel. Her 
toes pointed toward one another. 
The feet of  a child on the body of  a 
woman. If  only she were a child. She 
would do everything differently. She 
would not end up here. But she was 
not a child, and this was not a life that 
had been forced upon her but one she 
had chosen. She looked back to the 
doctor’s face.  
 He grabbed her hand. 
“Please,” he said and seemed to 
motion to his son. 
 She glanced at his son 
and found herself  struck. His 
casual affluence, his jeans with the 
Abercrombie tag and the loose fit that 
looked accidental but was anything but. 
The untucked button-front shirt, the 
boat shoes, the ease of  his demeanor, 
the assumption of  plentitude. He 
was his father’s son. And yet, he had 
a tendency to study his toes, and his 
fingers twitched incessantly, hungry 
for something they could not find. 
His shoulders slumped, too, and he 
seemed incapable of  looking a person 
in the eye. And the sugar, no amount 
would ever be enough. Lilly grew cold 
and pulled Jesse close to her chest. As 
the baby cooed, she realized she had 
seen this all before—first with James, 

and then with John. The boy was an 
addict. 
 “Please,” the doctor said 
again. She looked back into his eyes 
and understood. He was desperate 
for a world where problems could be 
solved and people saved, a desperation 
she knew all too well. A sadness settled 
over her that was different from what 
she normally felt, a sadness that 
connected her to the doctor and his 
son and every other human being on 
the planet. Not a one of  us escapes, she 
thought, and it made her feel better 
somehow. She reached her hand 
forward and slipped the twenty dollar 
bill from his palm, a willing participant 
in his story, even if  it were only a fairy 
tale.  
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Child of God
Ann Anderson Evans

 I was cutting boxes open with a box cutter, fold-
ing back the cardboard wings to look inside, then marking 
them by the room they belonged in. There were toys, my 
grandmother’s china, a KitchenAid, a tricycle that Penny 
had just outgrown—so much stuff I wanted to cry. Hav-
ing our first house was like having a first baby, you hold 
it without any real idea what you’re supposed to do with 
it. Kevin’s got plans for renovations, but that’s only the 
beginning. 
 The jelly was somewhere in a box and I couldn’t 
find it, so I made myself  a plain peanut butter sandwich 
and stood at the front window to look around my new 
neighborhood. The houses were set on quarter acre 
building lots, some two floors, like ours, and some older 
three-story homes with big porches and carved out deco-
rations along the roof  line. 
 Something caught my eye as I was turning away. 
Light pulsed and some wisps of  smoke were floating up 
the window in the bow window of  the house across the 

street. At first I thought I was seeing things, but this was 
a live fire. I dialed 911, but realized I didn’t even know 
my own address yet, or couldn’t remember it anyway. I 
ran across the street, just to be there in case I could do 
something to help. 
 The fire engines clanged up in what felt like just a 
few minutes and firemen jumped out. In a flash, one team 
hooked up the hoses and, after a few minutes, it looked 
like the fire was out. The window was broken, with black 
streaks up the side of  the house and the smell of  smoke 
everywhere. If  they’d gotten there much later the whole 
house could have burned down.
 I walked back home, sat down on a cardboard 
box and called Kevin. I just wanted to hear his voice. This 
fire was so personal, so close. While the phone was ring-
ing, I heard another siren, and went to the window in time 
to see an ambulance pull up. 
 “What’s up?” Kevin said.
 “The neighbor’s house caught on fire. Right be-
fore my eyes. Now there’s an ambulance.”
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 “Jesus! Which neighbor? 
Right next door?”
 “God no. Thank goodness. 
Across the street. I’m shaking like a 
leaf.” I could barely hold the phone.
 “Did the whole house burn 
down?” 
 “No. Just the front room. The 
firemen came right away.” I started to 
laugh a little. “That’s a good sign for 
if  we ever had one. My mind’s going a 
million miles an hour.”

 He blew out through his 
mouth. “Yeah. You sure you’re okay? 
Why don’t you lie down for a while?”
 “Something like that could 
happen to us, Kevin. An accident.”
 “I’m in construction, honey. 
We’re going to be sure our house 
doesn’t burn down.”
 “When are you coming 
home?”
 “I’ll try to get there a little 
early. Maybe 5:30. I’ll bring pizza.”
 At 3:15, I walked to the school 
to pick up the kids and on the way 
home the three of  us stopped in front 
of  our neighbor’s house. The front 
lawn had gotten chewed up by the 
firemen and everything was still wet. 
The kids scrunched up their noses at 

the smell and asked if  anybody lived 
there. I supposed so, but there was no 
sign of  anyone. Maybe they weren’t 
home.
 The next morning I was back 
opening boxes when there was a knock 
at my kitchen door, the back door. It 
was a woman around fifty years old I’d 
say. She was dressed all in white: trim 
fitting white pants, a polo shirt and a 
baseball cap. She looked like she was 
on her way to play tennis. “Hi there! 

I’m your neighbor! Ginny DiAngelo. 
I live right over there.” She pointed 
to the next house over. “I brought you 
something.” She offered a metal baking 
pan covered with tin foil. “Lasagna.”
 I was tickled to death. “Come 
on in. It’s a mess, but I guess you’ll 
understand.”
 She had a bright smile and 
her eyes darted around. “I remember 
when we first moved in. What a 
disaster! It took me months.”
 “Yup. It’s going slow.” I put 
the lasagna in the refrigerator. “Would 
you like some coffee?”
 “Let’s do it! I have about a 
half  hour.”
 I moved to the counter to start 
the coffee maker. 

 “Well! What a day to arrive!” 
Ginny shook her head from side to 
side. “The only fire we’ve ever had 
around here, if  you don’t count the 
time I lit up the fat in one of  my frying 
pans.”
 “Was that serious?”
 “I covered it and it went right 
out, but it scared me all right.” 
 “I saw an ambulance. Was 
somebody hurt?”
 “That’s Margaret. She’s got 

COPD and they wanted to get her to 
the hospital just to make sure she was 
okay. I talked to her just now and she 
says she’s fine. She’s coming home this 
afternoon.”
 I leaned against the counter 
as the coffee dripped into the pot. 
“What’s COPD?”
 “Chronic Obstructive Lung 
Disease, or something like that.”
 “That sounds horrible. Do 
you take milk? Or sugar?”
 Her two palms faced me as 
she popped them off the table. “Nope. 
Black for me.”
 We were quiet for a few 
minutes as the coffee finished dripping, 
then I poured it into our mugs, and sat 
down opposite her. “If  she was sick, 
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“He’s stuck in my mind. It bothers 
me to have this misery staring me 
in the face every day. If he’s so 
sick, he should be in the hospital.”
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she might have gotten stuck in the 
fire.”
 “She’s about sixty. She can’t 
get around very well, and lives by 
herself  except when her son comes 
home.” Ginny raised her eyes from 
her coffee cup without lifting her 
head. “He’s schizophrenic, paranoid 
schizophrenic.”
 I must have looked surprised, 
and I was. Who wants to live across the 
street from a paranoid schizophrenic?
 Ginny laughed. “Don’t worry. 
He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
 “I think of  horror movies, 
called something like The Axe Murderer. 
I have two kids, you know.”
 She patted my hand. “I’ve 
known Alex since he was a baby. He’s 
very polite. It’s a real pity. He was such 
a handsome boy. Broke Margaret’s 
heart, and Paul’s too, but Paul died a 
few years ago.”
 I still didn’t know how to react.
 “No really. He’ll never bother 
you.” Ginny’s face was perpetual 
sunshine.
 I was thinking about Father 
John’s sermon about mentally ill 
people. Somebody in the congregation 
had committed suicide and he was 
telling us that things like depression 
or other mental illnesses are mostly 
manageable, but sometimes they were 
fatal. “Poor thing,” I said.
 Over the next couple of  
days they boarded up the windows in 
Margaret’s house, then I went across 
to meet her. I knocked and put my 
ear against the door. I heard a faint, 
“Come in.” 
 The door was unlocked. 
 “It’s open. I’m in the back.” 
 I went down the dark corridor 
that still smelled of  smoke into a 
big kitchen. In a room to the right, 
Margaret was sitting up in bed in an 
old-fashioned white nightgown with 
little flowers all over it. “Come in!” 
She had a round, pink face that was 
used to smiling.

 “I’m Carla, your new 
neighbor. I brought you some sausage 
and peppers.”
 “Oh you’re a dear. That’s very 
thoughtful.” Her voice had an accent. 
Maybe English or Australian? “Would 
you mind putting it in the fridge?” I 
looked around the kitchen but couldn’t 
see a refrigerator. “It’s in here.” 
 She pointed to the corner of  
her bedroom. While I wedged the dish 
into the fridge, she reached for the 
bathrobe hanging on the back of  a 
chair next to her bed, pulled it around 
her and swung her legs sideways to 
snuggle her feet into pink slippers. “I 
think a cup of  tea is called for. It’s so 
nice to meet you.”
 “Are you okay?” I asked as 
she shuffled past me into the kitchen. 
“Ginny told me they took you to the 
hospital.”
 She went to the sink to fill 
up the tea kettle. “That was the usual 
overkill. They wanted to check my 
lung capacity which is diminished 
in the best of  times. The door to the 
music room was closed so the smoke 
and flames went out the front more 
than coming into the back, and they 
put it right out. I don’t think I breathe 
any worse now.” She put the kettle 
on the stove, then turned to open the 
cupboard doors for the teapot and tea 
cups.
 I couldn’t resist taking a look 
into the rooms to my left. There was a 
living room with old-fashioned china 
and photographs on the mantelpiece, 
and beyond it was a closed door into 
what I now knew was “the music 
room.” 
 Margaret put the tea cups 
on the table and dropped two tea 
bags into the pot. “The wood on the 
window side will have to be replaced 
and of  course there was a lot of  water, 
but I had a cover over the piano, so 
it was at least partially protected. We 
won’t know how the insides are until 
the piano tuner comes. Would you like 

a cookie?”
 I smiled. “Is the Pope 
Catholic?”
 She laughed. “Everybody likes 
a cookie. I tried a new peanut butter 
recipe, using dates of  all things.”
 “Did you find the recipe in a 
cookbook?”
 “I have nothing against 
cookbooks, but” she tapped her 
temple, “but this came from here.”
 She didn’t say anything 
about how the fire started, and it had 
already been two weeks since Ginny 
told me that Margaret’s son, Alex, the 
schizophrenic, had set it. He dropped 
a lit cigarette in a wastebasket and 
some newspapers caught fire. Right 
afterwards, Alex was taken to a mental 
hospital. “He didn’t mean to set the 
fire,” Ginny said. “Still they could 
commit him because, like it or not, 
he harmed somebody. You can’t be ‘a 
danger to others.’”
 I felt a little flash of  anger. 
“You said he wasn’t dangerous.”
 She shrugged her shoulders. 
“I mean not intentionally dangerous. 
You don’t have to be crazy to set a fire. 
Have you ever set a fire by mistake?”
 “I don’t think so. Maybe at 
Girl Scout camp my marshmallow 
caught on fire while we were making 
s’mores.”
 She was a good neighbor. 
She watched the kids sometimes, and 
she’d call them over and give them a 
slice of  cake and some hot chocolate. I 
got to know the other neighbors, too. I 
liked the widow, Mrs. Stein, who lived 
next to Margaret in a big house with 
a beautiful garden. She was out every 
day if  the weather was nice—weeding, 
pruning, planting. In December, she 
had a Hanukkah-Christmas party and 
gave the kids little gifts. Mr. Donofrio, 
a retired parole officer, was on the 
other side from Ginny. He was gruff 
and businesslike, and we only saw 
his wife on Sunday mornings when 
he escorted her to the car for Mass. 
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She dressed up in heels and a black 
dress, with a shawl over her shoulders. 
She looked like one of  the women 
in The Godfather. Sometimes he and I 
chatted over the back fence, like in the 
movies. The American Dream. 
 I was bagging leaves 
on a sunny, cold day just before 
Thanksgiving when I saw a man 
sitting on Margaret’s front steps. It 
wasn’t even forty degrees out, but he 
was wearing a short-sleeve t-shirt. 
I had on everything I owned plus 
mittens, but he wasn’t even shivering. 
That was Alex. He was out there every 
day, his hair stringy, looking like he 
never took a shower. He was tall and 
skinny and moved like he ran track in 
high school. Sometimes he jumped up 
and corkscrewed around like there was 
a bee pursuing him. 
 Kevin was annoyed that 
Margaret had “inflicted Alex on the 
neighborhood,” as he put it. “He’s 
stuck in my mind. It bothers me to 
have this misery staring me in the face 
every day. If  he’s so sick, he should 
be in the hospital.” Then Brian, one 
of  his employees, told him about his 
schizophrenic sister, and he toned it 
down. 
 In confession, Father John 
reminded me that Alex was still a child 
of  God worthy of  my compassion, and 
I added him in my prayers at night. 
 It got colder, Alex wasn’t 
outside so much, and I kind of  forgot 
about him. Then one day the kids 
burst into the house, shouting, “Mom! 
Mom!” I rushed into the front hall. 
 Patrick threw his backpack 
and jacket on the floor. His eyes were 
wide open. 
 “Mom, Alex is naked. He’s 
walking down the street.” 
 “He’s scary Mom!” Penny’s 
eyes were about to produce a flood 
of  tears. “We thought he was coming 
after us! We ran home through Mr. 
Donofrio’s backyard.”

 I ran to the front window and 
saw Alex arrive at Margaret’s house. 
He wasn’t quite naked. He had on 
a pair of  ankle-high white socks. He 
kicked over the garbage can on the 
sidewalk and walked up the front steps 
and in the door. 
 I called Kevin, who came 
straight home and called the police. 
They made sure he hadn’t hurt 
anybody, and then said they’d look into 
it. They said to try to get a photograph 
if  something like that happened again, 
and Kevin put his camera on the front 
windowsill.
 Over dinner, we talked about 
Alex. 
 “He looked at me like a 
zombie!” Penny said.
 “Just being naked in the 
middle of  the street is illegal,” Patrick 
declared. 
 “From now on, I’m coming to 
school to get you.” 
 “That’s so lame, Mom. All the 
kids walk home by themselves.”
 “Just for the next few days 
anyway,” I said.
 Even a blind man could see 
that Kevin was still angry. “I’m going 
to call later and find out exactly what 
the police’ve done. They say they know 
about Alex and he’s harmless, but this 
can’t go on.” 
 “I think scaring little children 
should be called harm,” I said.
 “I get it that you can’t just 
throw people in jail who are sick, and 
I feel sorry for the guy, but you can’t 
have people like him on the loose 
either.”  
 “I feel sorry for him, too,” 
Penny said. 
 “He’s pathetic,” Patrick said.
 I gave Patrick a look and said, 
“Father John says he’s a child of  god 
and we should have compassion.”
 “Sorry,” Patrick mumbled.
 “But be sure that if  it comes 
right down to it, I’ll side with my 

children. I don’t think that would be a 
sin.”
 Giving each child a separate 
bedroom was one of  the reasons we 
bought the house, but at first it was hard 
for the kids to sleep alone. To make it 
easier, I began reading their bedtime 
story in Penny’s room, all three of  us 
snuggled on her bed. That night, I 
read them one about a rescue dog so 
they’d have dreams about rescue dogs 
and not men walking down the street 
naked. 
 Penny said, “We live in a 
house now. Can we have a dog?”
 “A big dog,” Patrick said. “It 
could walk around with us and bark at 
anybody sketchy.”
 I kissed their darling foreheads. 
“Daddy and I will talk about it.”
 While I did the dishes, Kevin 
paced back and forth in the kitchen. 
“He’s a menace to the neighborhood. 
Brian says they’ve closed the mental 
hospitals, so there isn’t enough room 
for all the insane people like his sister, 
and Alex. They pump them full of  
drugs until they calm down, then 
they put them back on the streets and 
nobody follows up.”
 I shook my head. “If  the 
police can’t do anything, we’ll have to 
figure out something ourselves. I guess 
I could go over to Margaret’s and tell 
her what happened. She’s always in 
the back of  the house, she might not 
even know he was walking around 
naked.” I didn’t go over though. 
 A few days later, a police car 
and ambulance arrived at Margaret’s 
house and about ten minutes later two 
EMTs came out with Alex. He got into 
the ambulance without any expression 
on his face at all. I couldn’t help 
thinking how crushed I’d be if  Patrick 
was taken away like that, if  he was sick 
and helpless and just too strange for 
the world to handle. I shed a tear or 
two before going to Margaret’s with a 
shepherd’s pie from the freezer. 
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 She was sitting at her round 
marble top table and barely looked 
up when I came in. “Thank you for 
coming, dear. It’s been quite a day.”
 “I saw the ambulance and I’m 
just so sorry about Alex. I can’t even 
imagine how I would feel if  it was 
Patrick.” 
 “That’s so sweet of  you, but 
I’m used to this. He’s been in and out 
of  the hospital since he was seventeen 
years old. They have to go through 

some rigmarole since he’s being 
admitted without his consent. The 
minute he’s catatonic, they’ll let him 
go again.”
 “Catatonic?”
 “I don’t mean actually 
catatonic, just anesthetized with all the 
drugs.”
 “How awful that must be.” I 
felt the tears coming again and blew 
my nose. “How old is he now?”
 “Twenty-seven. Ten years, 
and never a single moment of  peace.” 
She shook her head. “There’s no cure. 
They say there is, but there isn’t. Only 
ways to keep him quiet. So he doesn’t 
bother anyone.” It seemed hard for 
her to find the strength to talk. “Even 
at his worst, I am always happy to have 
my son near me. I want to know he’s 
well taken care of, because nobody 
else cares. Not really. They say that a 

person has to be a danger to himself  
or others, but a few years ago he 
walked out into traffic, and nearly 
killed himself. The police picked him 
up, but that wasn’t enough to get him 
into a hospital. They don’t care about 
him hurting himself, even if  he kills 
himself.” 
 “Wow. That doesn’t sound 
right.” 
 “I always have to find a way 
he’s a danger to somebody else,” she 

started to laugh, “usually me. This 
time, he kicked a chair out of  his way, 
not at me, but I took my moment and 
called the police. Alex is very honest, 
and he admitted it, so they took him 
off.”
 Tears kept coming. “If  it was 
Patrick, I would do what you did and 
give him a place to live when there was 
nowhere for him to go. I’ve just never 
thought about these things before.”
 She hung her head. “Yes. 
Thank you, dear. It’s always like this 
with Alex. Up and down, up and 
down.” She took a moment. “There 
but for the grace of  God could go any 
one of  us. It isn’t his fault.”
 After that, I knew Alex could 
come back at any time, and not 
knowing when made me nervous. 
When somebody has a heart condition 
or cancer, the whole neighborhood 

doesn’t change. They might bring 
food or sit with somebody, but they 
don’t have to worry about whether 
the children are safe and they don’t 
have to watch him suffering in public. 
In one way, Ginny was right—he 
hadn’t intentionally caused harm, but 
intentional or not, he set the house on 
fire and terrified my kids. The way 
he barged around, and I hate to say 
this, like an animal, a wild bear or a 
dog! I apologized to Father John for 

calling him an animal, and he said, 
“We are all animals, aren’t we? The 
human animal.” It was philosophical 
of  him to say that, and I’m not sure it’s 
even Catholic, but he’s right. Human 
beings aren’t all they’re cracked up to 
be. On the other hand, I never heard 
of  a schizophrenic dog.
 We visited Kevin’s family over 
Mother’s Day and I checked in on 
Margaret when I got back. She was 
sitting at the kitchen table with a tall, 
attractive woman with braids halfway 
down her back wearing a long skirt, 
a long sweater and a scarf  around 
her neck. I wondered if  it was her 
daughter, Dorothy. 
 “Hello dear! How was your 
trip?” Margaret was peppy. “This is 
my friend, my new friend, Helen.”
 Helen stood up and shook my 
hand. “Nice to meet you.” She had a 
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“...when you’re around 
a crazy person, you start 
being crazy yourself.”
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beautiful speaking voice.
 “Join us, dear,” Margaret 
motioned to a chair. “Just get yourself  
a tea cup.”
 Turns out that while we were 
away, Helen and her two sons moved 
into Margaret’s second floor. “I haven’t 
been able to go up a flight of  stairs for 
years. So why not? Why not make use 
of  the place? Helen plays the piano, 
and she lived for a while in the same 
quartier in Paris where I lived. Isn’t that 
a coincidence?”
 “Oh my!” I didn’t know what 
a quartier was, but okay.
 Helen chimed in. “The kids 
and I had no place to live. My husband 
and I broke up and—it’s a long story, 
but let’s just say Margaret’s invitation 
was a godsend.”
 Margaret looked mischievous. 
“We’re going to fatten her up a bit. 
Her old clothes are falling off her.”
 “True,” Helen smiled at me.
 “Tell me about yourself,” I 
said.
 “You already know I lived 
in France, but you don’t know yet 
that I come from Montana. From a 
family of  ranchers. That’s unusual for 
Bloomfield, New Jersey, right?”
 “I don’t know anybody from 
Montana. I’m from Belleville, the next 
town over. If  there’s anything I can do 
to help, let me know.”
 When Margaret’s windows 
were open, I could hear Helen 
practicing the piano, and our kids 
walked to school together every day. 
Since she never mentioned Alex, I 
wondered if  she even knew about him. 
I didn’t mention him—I wasn’t going 
to open that can of  worms. Margaret 
was so happy to have the kids and 
Helen with her that I think she didn’t 
want to introduce any problems. 
They might move someplace else 
if  they knew they’d be living with a 
schizophrenic. But Alex might not 
come back at all and then Margaret 
would have lost Helen and the kids for 
nothing. It wasn’t my business.

 I got a part time job at a 
doctor’s office right around the 
corner and I was so busy I didn’t visit 
Margaret very often after that; she had 
all the company she needed.
 At the beginning of  Helen’s 
second summer there, Alex did come 
back. I was curious to know how Helen 
and her kids reacted, but resisted the 
urge to go over. I didn’t want to look 
like a snoop.
 This time Alex walked around 
a lot more than before. He wore the 
same clothes every day; a white t-shirt 
with dark gray work pants, a belt 
and heavy yellow boots. He always 
walked like he was going somewhere. 
I saw him buying McDonald’s at the 
shopping center down the road. 
 In confession, Father John 
kept encouraging me to withhold 
judgment of  him, while protecting 
myself  and the kids of  course.  Kevin 
said he would feel better if  he was 
around more and could keep an eye 
out himself. I felt nervous because I 
couldn’t protect myself  against him. 
You never knew what a schizophrenic 
would come up with. Crazy people, 
are just about normal, except for that 
little bit of  strangeness. Alex’s pants 
hung an inch lower than an average 
person’s, and the end of  his belt hung 
a little more droopingly. He’d also 
take the blink of  an eye longer than a 
normal person to mumble the answer 
to a question, and he’d either take 
three showers a day or none at all. If  
I told someone that somebody was 
taking three showers a day, or none 
at all, they wouldn’t automatically 
think that person was crazy. The real 
problem was in a place none of  us 
could see. 
 One day I saw him come 
around the corner driving an old 
jalopy. I called the police department 
to tell them a schizophrenic was 
driving a car on our street and they 
said, “Schizophrenics are allowed to 
drive.” Kevin called the Department 
of  Motor Vehicles, and they said the 

same thing. I felt about his driving 
the way I’d feel about a hurricane 
you hear about in the weather report; 
something bad is coming, and all you 
can do is pray it doesn’t hit your house. 
I asked the kids to walk on the other 
side of  the street if  they saw him, just 
as a precaution, but there wasn’t much 
else to do.
 Five days later, Alex turned 
into Mr. Donofrio’s driveway next 
door, drove right across the yard, 
through the rose garden and scraped 
the bottom of  the car when he went 
bam! over the curb back into the 
street. Mr. Donofrio called me up in 
a fit. “Hey! That sonofabitch ran over 
my roses. The idiot! Get his mother to 
lock up that crazy son of  hers before 
he kills somebody!” He said he was 
calling me because he didn’t want to 
swear and shout at Margaret, who 
Ginny said was mostly bedridden now. 
 Kevin went next door and had 
a couple of  beers with Mr. Donofrio, 
but they didn’t come up with any 
brilliant solution. 
 Then Alex started living 
on Margaret’s porch. He had a roll 
of  toilet paper on the railing, some 
newspapers, and a blanket. There 
were Coke bottles and MacDonald’s 
cartons. Ginny said the car had been 
repossessed. “I guess he forgot all 
about it,” she said.
 Kevin called the police and 
they said they couldn’t evict a man from 
his own mother’s porch. “That makes 
sense,” he said, “I can understand 
that, but then I said, ‘He’s going to the 
bathroom outside; he has toilet paper 
out there. Is that legal?’ and they said, 
‘If  you see him relieving himself  in 
public, we’ll pay him a visit.’” 
 The situation was getting 
out of  hand, so I went across the 
street with a pan of  brownies. Besides 
COPD, Margaret had diabetes and 
wasn’t supposed to have sweets, but 
after she had a single brownie, Helen 
and the kids could finish them off.
 Alex said, “Hello” and I said, 
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“Hi” when I passed him going up the 
front steps. Then he watched me as I 
opened the door.
 Helen opened it, looked at 
Alex, then locked it behind her before 
we walked to the back room to see 
Margaret. It was safer for Margaret 
to leave the door unlocked in case she 
needed medical help, so I realized that 
Alex’s living on the porch wasn’t one 
of  his crazy ideas; they were locking 
him out! I didn’t know what to think 
about that, but when you’re around 
a crazy person, you start being crazy 
yourself. It’s definitely abnormal to 
lock your son out.
 Margaret was propped up 
in her hospital bed in a frilly pink 
nightgown, her white hair puffed out 
like a bird’s feathers. The room was the 
same as always, with the refrigerator 
and the walls lined with knitting 
wool. Her eyesight was going and she 
couldn’t read, but she could see well 
enough to watch TV. When we walked 
in she was watching an exercise show. 
I teased her, “Come on, Margaret, let’s 
do some squats!”
 She smiled. “Do you know 
that your muscles still get a little 
exercise just watching a program like 
this?”
 I don’t know if  I believed that, 
but we laughed over it.
 Helen made some tea and we 
all had a brownie, and then I asked, 
very nicely, about Alex living on the 
porch. I was sitting next to Margaret, 
holding her hand, doing everything I 
could to soften my objections.
 “Yes,” Margaret confirmed, 
a little hard edged. “I wish he could 
come inside.”
 There was silence for a while, 
then Helen reminded Margaret that 
Alex left the water running in the sink 
one night and Margaret couldn’t get 
up to turn it off, so the next morning 
when Helen and her kids came 
downstairs, the kitchen floor was 
flooded, with water dripping into the 
basement. Then Helen said, “Alex 

can’t stay here anymore. He might set 
a fire, or start another flood and it’s 
dangerous for you, Margaret.”
 Margaret looked limp. “He’s 
such a sick man.”  
 I squeezed her hand.
 “There but for the grace of  
God could go any one of  us,” she said, 
as she always does.
 I crossed myself  and said, 
“Amen.”
 Helen took a long breath and 
blew out what seemed like forever. 
This situation was obviously getting 
to her. Margaret said she’d fatten her 
up, but I think Helen was even thinner 
than when she first arrived. She had 
come to Margaret’s house to be safe 
with her kids and now she was taking 
care of  a paranoid schizophrenic and 
a bedridden diabetic with COPD as 
well as herself  and her kids. 
 While I was still holding her 
hand, Margaret looked over at Helen 
and said, “Couldn’t we just let him in 
for a little while? Just to take a shower 
or go to the toilet? Isn’t it inhuman to 
lock someone out to live like a rodent 
on the front porch?” 
 Helen was on her high horse 
now, and I probably would’ve been 
too. “Alex has enough disability money 
to go to a rooming house. He doesn’t 
need to stay here. Every time he comes 
in to use the bathroom, he unlocks the 
back door or a window, and then he 
materializes in the house like Houdini. 
He’s not stupid.”
 Margaret gave a proud little 
smile. “No, he was always very bright.”
 I wanted to have my say, 
too. “He’s going to the bathroom out 
on the lawn, and I’m sorry, but the 
other neighbors complain about it. I 
wouldn’t like one of  them getting the 
police involved. I didn’t know whether 
I should talk to you about this or not, 
but I decided I should.”
 “Thank you, dear. I appreciate 
you telling me. We don’t know what to 
do either, do we Helen?” Margaret 
gave her a smile. 

 Helen couldn’t even stay in 
her chair. She got up and paced back 
and forth, then she put it in a nutshell, 
“Even if  we let Alex inside, it doesn’t 
cure him. He’s living in the same world 
out there as he is in here, except that 
he doesn’t have a bathroom. The same 
voices are telling him to do whatever 
they tell him to do. He doesn’t even 
feel the heat or the cold. He’s—he’s—
the sickest person I ever knew—they 
just never ever leave him alone. The 
voices. It’s awful.”
 “Or a shower. He doesn’t have 
a shower either,” Margaret added.
 Helen said he usually didn’t 
take showers anyway, and sat back 
down. 
 Then Margaret said it was 
good it wasn’t cold because if  it was  
they couldn’t lock him out. Now, it 
looked like Margaret agreed with 
Helen! I tried to change the subject 
by telling them the secret that makes 
my brownies so yummy—double the 
vanilla—but neither of  them wanted 
to change the subject. 
 Margaret turned her head 
away and said, “I’ve given up on him. 
It’s not fair. I would change places with 
him if  I could.” My insides curled up 
when she said this. I’d change places 
with my son, too.
 Helen swept her hair back 
and put her chin in her palm, looking 
guilty.
 Maybe I shouldn’t have, but 
I got a little carried away. “Margaret, 
you have to think of  the neighbors 
too, because nobody wants a house 
burning down, or police cars and fire 
engines scaring the kids.” 
 Margaret talked about his 
beautiful manners when he was a kid, 
how he played the cello like an angel. 
Then she said that a psychologist told 
her that Alex’s illness was because 
of  faulty parenting, and Helen got 
annoyed and said that paranoid 
schizophrenia was not a parenting 
issue, then she banged on the table so 
hard her tea spilled and said she hated 
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locking him out, and if  he’d only take 
his medication, he could come inside, 
and Margaret said the medicine makes 
his mouth dry.
 We were going around 
and around, so I told them I had to 
make dinner, which was true. I gave 
Margaret a hug, then I gave Helen a 
hug and came home. 
 Alex left a week or so later. 
Ginny said they assumed he’d gone to 
a boarding house somewhere.
 A couple of  months after 
that, Margaret died. I went to the 
funeral with Kevin and the kids. The 
kids were sad. Margaret taught Penny 
how to cook some fancy things, like 
pavlovas and veal scallopini with 
lemon sauce, and she taught Patrick 
how to read music, and he was now 
in a band. Mr. and Mrs. Donofrio 
were there, and Mrs. Stein. Helen 
and her children came of  course, and 
Margaret’s daughter, Dorothy, flew in 
from California. She was tall, blond, 
and thin. She looked like a model, 
with fancy leather boots. I was nice to 
her, but she’d never done a thing for 
her mother, and I don’t know why she 
even bothered to come to the funeral. 
 An artist bought the house. 
He said he liked the light in the attic. 
Helen and her kids went to live with 
her mother in Montana. Patrick is 
working with Kevin now and has his 
own apartment, and Penny wants to 
be a ballerina (to which I say, “Go for 
it.”). 
 Since he left that last time, 
nobody saw Alex or heard any news of  
him. I wondered if  he even knew his 
mother was dead. What would happen 
if  he just walked into the house one 
day, the way he’d always done?
 It was another kind of  strange, 
like everything about Alex, when I 
read in the newspaper that he died 
just a few blocks away. He was hit by a 
car in the middle of  the night walking 
down Liberty Street in black clothes. 
The driver didn’t see him. Ginny said 
the police had to take the driver to the 

hospital, he was so upset. I guess I’ll 
never know where Alex was all those 
years.
 In confession, I told Father 
John that I was ashamed that when 
I said my prayers that night, I said, 
“God, thank you that Alex is not 
suffering anymore.” I didn’t think I 
would start to cry, but I did. “Father 
John, I said thank you that he was 
dead.”
 He patted my hand and said, 
“Pax nobiscum.”
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 The unearthly moaning was coming from the basement. 
The sound was barely human and, maybe, she realized with a shud-
der, not human at all! She’d never been allowed in the basement. Her 
mother had told her there were things in this world that children should 
never see. But now her mother was dead. Now she was alone.
 Fifteen-year-old Natalie Jennings, her legs folded 
beneath her on the couch, stared at the screen on her laptop 
and frowned. She read the words again, then, with a sigh of  
disgust, highlighted the whole thing, deleted it and started 
over.
 It was coming from the attic! Her mother had warned her 
never to go up there, but what could she do? A voice was crying for help, 
a voice she hadn’t heard since she was a child. She had to climb up that 
ladder, even though it was insane. Even though the person that voice 
belonged to had been dead for over ten years.
 Another sigh, another highlight, another deletion.
 The sun was setting. She knew if  she didn’t find her way out 
of  these woods pretty soon, she’d die. The temperature was dropping; it 
would be near zero by nighttime. Her frosty breath caught in her throat 
as she heard twigs snap. The awful crunching and growling sounds 
were getting closer. The thing somehow knew she was nearby. It was all 

she could do not to scream.
 “Natalie!”
 She gasped, jolted back to the moment. Her moth-
er had, once again, snuck up on her. It was uncanny. Natalie 
shut the laptop, but she knew it was too late.
 “Trying to write a horror story, are we?”
 How long had she been standing there? Natalie 
cursed herself  for thinking she could do this out here in the 
living room.
 Angela Jennings was an imposing woman of  near-
ly five-foot-ten, and she loomed over the couch as Natalie 
blinked up at her. Her mother always seemed to be looming.
 “I’d rather catch you watching porn,” Angela said 
with an upward twitch of  her lip. “Horror stories are cheap. 
Any no-talent hack can write a horror story.”
 Natalie knew it wasn’t just any no-talent hack her 
mother was talking about; it was her father. More than five 
years had passed since the divorce, but her parents’ hatred 
of  each other had, if  anything, intensified.
 Writing wasn’t their only battlefield, but it was a 
major one for her mother, since she was a best-selling au-
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thor and her father wasn’t. No matter 
how many prestigious awards he’d won 
in advertising, no matter how many 
years he’d tried, publishers and agents 
relentlessly passed on Paul Jennings’ 
writing. Writing that happened to be 
comprised solely of  horror stories.
 “Don’t you have homework to 
do?” Angela said.
 “Yeah, actually, thanks for 
reminding me.” Natalie grabbed the 
laptop and jumped up off the couch. 
“I think I’ll do it in my room.”
 She plodded down the hallway, 
then paused at the door. “Anytime you 
want to sneak up on me and crap all 
over my work, just feel free.”
 She stepped into her room 
and slammed the door.

***

 “I swear, Estelle, she’s doing 
this to punish me.”
 Estelle Lewis took a sip of  her 
Cosmopolitan and frowned across the 
table at Angela. “So ignore it. Don’t let 
it get to you.”
 They were having their usual 
Tuesday lunch at Newbury’s on 
Lexington Avenue. Estelle had been 
Angela’s editor for over a decade, 
enduring the early struggles and now 
sharing in the unbridled success of  her 
Nadia Jensen series.
 “I can’t ignore it.” Angela 
sipped at her own Cosmo. “Natalie 
has such potential, and it kills me to see 
her wasting her time on this garbage.”
 “Horror is a perfectly 
legitimate genre, you know. Many 
fine writers have come out of  it. 
Edgar Allan Poe, Stephen King, H. P. 
Lovecraft…”
 Angela waved a dismissive 
hand. “They may be fine writers, 
but they’re polishing a turd. It’s easy 
to dream up something gross and 
disgusting. All you have to do is put it 
on paper and, voilà, you’re a horror 
writer! You don’t even have to explain 

why anything happens, because it’s all 
supernatural.”
 “Well, not always…”
 “My books are about real 
things, real feelings, real people. And 
you’d think, since she’s the inspiration 
for my heroine, that she’d appreciate 
it.”
 Estelle thought that having 
to be the “real life” Nadia Jensen 
couldn’t be easy for Natalie, or anyone. 
It would be impossible to live up to 
that beautiful, vivacious young girl, 
wise beyond her years. To Natalie, it 
probably seemed like rejection, like her 
mother preferred a fictional daughter 
to her real one. But, of  course, Estelle 
always kept such opinions to herself.
 “I know her father’s behind 
this,” Angela said.
 “You really think so?”
 “I have no doubt about it.”
 She took another sip, a longer 
one this time. Angela usually nursed 
a single drink during their lunches 
together. The food hadn’t yet arrived, 
and her glass was almost empty. Estelle 
didn’t like that.
 “Paul can lord it over all his 
flunkies at the ad agency,” Angela 
muttered, “but he’s not going to be 
Natalie’s ‘creative director,’ not as long 
as I’m alive.”
 “Uh huh,” Estelle said, 
allowing her client to vent. 
 “I don’t know what I’m going 
to do about this, but I’ll think of  
something.” 
 “Well, don’t think too 
hard, okay? You don’t want to get 
sidetracked when we’re making such 
good progress. How’s chapter thirteen 
coming along, any problems?”
 “No…no problems.” Angela 
gazed off into the distance.
 Estelle didn’t like that either.

***

 Paul Jennings held the phone 
to his ear and stared numbly at the 

spectacular Midtown view outside 
his office window. It could have been 
a brick wall for all he noticed it. His 
brow furrowed as he listened to the 
diatribe pouring out of  the phone at 
him.
 “That’s not true, Angela,” he 
said for the third time, when she finally 
paused for breath. “Listen, I’m in a 
meeting. I’ll call you back.” With that, 
he clicked her off.
 Jim Haskins, his chief  
copywriter, sat in the visitor’s chair. He 
gave Paul an embarrassed half  smile.
 “Don’t worry, it’s nothing you 
haven’t already heard me complain 
about,” Paul said. “Just another 
paranoid chapter in my ex-wife’s 
saga of  insanity. Now she thinks I’m 
corrupting my daughter by turning 
her into a horror writer. If  I know 
Angela, it’s because her latest piece of  
sentimental treacle didn’t sell as many 
copies as her other idiotic trash, and 
she’s upset.”
 He adjusted himself  in the 
chair, a more modest one than the 
usual executive’s throne. Paul believed 
that big chairs only made him look 
smaller. At one time, he’d considered 
becoming a jockey, until he realized 
that he didn’t like horses.
 “Personally,” Jim Haskins 
offered, “I think your horror stories 
are some of  the finest I’ve ever read.” 
He was a young man in his early 
thirties with wavy blond hair and a 
perpetual one-day growth of  stubble 
on his face. He’d only recently become 
Paul’s head copywriter, after his 
blockbuster Machismo Pale Ale—We 
Bring The Male campaign. “I still 
don’t understand why you could never 
find an agent or a publisher.”
 “Whatever the reason, 
it probably had Angela’s grimy 
fingerprints all over it,” Paul sighed. 
“So Natalie’s writing horror stories, 
eh? Good for her.” He looked over at 
the storyboard Jim Haskins had set up 
across the room. “All right, Jim, blow 
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me away. Show me how we’re gonna 
win the Founding Fathers Mutual 
Insurance Company account.”
 “I thought you’d never ask.” 
Jim Haskins sprang from the chair 
and moved over to the storyboard. 
He proceeded to outline his TV 
campaign, featuring cartoon versions 
of  Washington and Jefferson. In the 

first one, they’ve totaled their cars in 
front of  the Capitol Building (which 
wasn’t completed back then, but they’re 
cartoons driving cars, so who cares?), 
and they realize they’re both insured 
with the same company, Founding 
Fathers Mutual.
 “Whew, that’s a relief,” says 
Jefferson. “Let’s give ’em a call, and 
then we’re e. pluribus unum.”
 “What’s that mean?” says 
Washington.
 “It means we’re both taking 
the bus.”
 Paul was finding it hard to 

pay attention. He couldn’t get over 
the notion of  Natalie writing horror 
stories. She’d never been interested in 
his work before. Ever. In fact, for the 
last couple of  years, she’d been nothing 
but a withdrawn, sulky teenager who 
barely seemed to tolerate his presence. 
What an interesting surprise. What a 
revelation.

 He felt his creative juices, 
hopelessly frozen for so long, begin 
to slowly trickle. For the first time in 
a long time, he wanted to write. And 
tonight, by God, he would. He had 
the glimmering of  an idea, and the 
unmistakable feeling it was going 
to turn into the best story he’d ever 
written. A tale filled with excruciatingly 
delicious horror.
 The silence in the room 
brought him back. Jim Haskins had 
stopped speaking and was looking at 
him, awaiting his reaction. Paul’s mind 
was a complete blank.

 “Terrific,” he mumbled, “I love 
it.”

***

 Natalie wheezed as tendrils 
of  smoke crept from her nostrils. “I 
wish the two of  them would die!” she 
sputtered. Her friend Peter laughed.

 “Don’t talk,” he said. “You’re 
wasting some good weed.” They were 
supposed to be in Political Science, but 
were instead sharing a joint under the 
empty stands by the football field.
 “I don’t care, I really hate 
them!” Natalie expelled the rest of  the 
smoke in a pungent cloud. “I hope they 
die horrible deaths!”
 Peter looked around nervously. 
“Don’t talk so loud, okay?” He passed 
her the joint again. “Here, have another 
toke and hold it in this time. It’ll calm 
you down.”
 She tried to do it, as her face 

“Horror is a perfectly le-
gitimate genre, you know. 
Many fine writers have 
come out of it. Edgar Allan 
Poe, Stephen King, H. P. 
Lovecraft…”
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turned red with the effort; not only 
to hold in the smoke, but to hold in 
the vitriol that wanted to pour out of  
her. Finally, she exhaled. “God, I hate 
them,” she said, more gently.
 Peter leaned back against a 
supporting beam and stretched out his 
legs. “Hey, I know how you feel about 
parents.”
 “Do you? Do you know what 
it’s like to be bounced around between 
a domineering, egocentric bitch and 
a talentless asshole who thinks he’s a 
genius?”
 “I know what it’s like to be a 
skinny nerd with terminal acne and 
two parents that drink,” he said. “I 
know what it’s like to carry around a 
name like Peter Dorkley. We’ve all got 
problems, Natalie.”
 She scoffed. “You don’t have 
mine. Did you ever write a horror 
story?”
 Peter smiled. “Every day of  
my life.”
 “No, seriously. I’m writing 
one, and my mother can’t stand it. She 
threw a shit fit last night.” 
 He leaned in closer. “A horror 
story? What’s it about?”
 “I don’t know.” She shook her 
head in exasperation. “Anyway, that’s 
not the point!”
 “Shh,” he warned her, “keep 
your voice down. I want to show 
you something.” He reached into his 
pants pocket and took out a package 
of  cigarette rolling papers. There was 
no brand name on it. The packet’s 
rectangular shape was slightly crooked, 
and its color was jet black.
 “If  you’re into the 
supernatural,” Peter whispered, “how 
about this? I found these papers in the 
back of  my desk drawer last night, 
and I don’t know how they got there. I 
definitely didn’t buy them.”
 “So? Maybe the maid stashed 
them in your drawer, or one of  your 
parents did.”
 “No maid, and no way. My 
parents are juiceheads and they 

hate pot; they always have. But 
there’s another explanation. Do you 
remember the family that owned 
the furniture store downtown, the 
Whitlocks? You remember their son 
Lucas?”
 “Boy, do I. He was in my 
algebra class last year. Creepy to the 
max. Everyone was afraid to talk to 
him because he always looked so angry. 
We voted him most likely to come to 
school some day with an assault rifle.”
 “That’s him. And do you 
also remember how the furniture 
store burned down one night, and the 
family disappeared?”
 Natalie made a disgusted 
face. “Didn’t they find lots of  animal 
remains in the basement? Some of  
them with their heads cut off?”
  “That’s right. Well, just a 
week before the store burned down, 
my parents bought my desk there. I 
think the rolling papers were in the 
back of  the drawer all along. I think 
they belonged to Lucas.”
 Natalie made an even more 
disgusted face. “Ick,” she said.
 “And that makes this next part 
even weirder. I didn’t think anything of  
it last night when I found the papers, 
so I rolled a joint with one of  them and 
smoked it while I was studying for my 
first-period history exam.”
 “I’ll bet that helped,” she said 
sarcastically.
 “Turns out it might have, but 
not how I thought. While I was toking 
up, I distinctly remember wishing real 
hard that the test would somehow be 
cancelled.”
 “And you’re going to tell me it 
was.”
 “That’s what I’m going to tell 
you.” Peter looked down at his sneakers. 
“When we got to class this morning, 
we found out our history teacher, Mr. 
Briggs, had a massive heart attack last 
night. He’s in the hospital right now, in 
critical condition.”
 Her jaw dropped. “Oh, man. 
But you can’t think your wish had 

anything to do with it.”
 “I don’t know.”
 “Let me see those papers.”
 Peter handed her the packet 
and she examined it. She held it 
gingerly by the sides, trying to touch 
as little of  it as possible. Up close, the 
color wasn’t just black; it had textures 
to it, wavy shadows of  even deeper 
black. As she stared at them, they 
seemed to form the outline of  a skull. 
A terrible thought occurred to her.
 “Was that joint we just smoked 
rolled with one of  these papers?”
 “Uh, actually, yeah,” said 
Peter.
 A chill went through her. “Oh, 
God,” she cried, “I just wished my 
parents would die horrible deaths!”
 Peter gave her a feeble grin. 
“Oops.”

***

 Angela, despite what she’d 
told Estelle, was indeed having 
problems with chapter thirteen of  
the latest Nadia Jensen novel. In fact, 
“problems” was a mild euphemism for 
it.
 First of  all, she’d almost gotten 
killed driving back to Scarsdale this 
afternoon. Okay, maybe she shouldn’t 
have had that second Cosmo, but 
she’d driven under the influence 
before and never even come close to 
an accident. Not today. Today, she’d 
almost slammed head-on into an SUV 
at sixty miles an hour.
 She couldn’t stop thinking 
about it. True, he was driving very 
close to the double yellow line, but she 
was the one who’d gone over it. She 
didn’t even know why. Her mind must 
have wandered for just that moment.
 She’d yanked the steering 
wheel at the last possible instant and 
brought the car swerving back into the 
left lane, almost sideswiping the car 
next to her.
 Then after she got home, her 
nerves jangling, she overheard Natalie 
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leaving a message on the phone for her 
father and couldn’t help wondering 
what that was about. Yelling at Paul 
today had made her feel good for a 
while, but hearing Natalie’s voice as 
she was leaving the message disturbed 
her. It sounded anxious, like Natalie 
was worried about him.
 And the way Natalie looked 
at her when she walked in the door, 
like seeing her was an incredible 
relief. She even asked Angela if  she 
was all right, something she’d never 
done in her life. Angela was just on 
the verge of  telling her about the 
near collision, but something made 
her stop. Instead, she murmured, 
“Of  course I’m all right, dear,” or 
something like that.
 Now, she sat in her office 
staring at the computer, trying to write 
chapter thirteen, the scene where 
Nadia is at her girlfriend Renee’s 
house. They’re hatching a scheme to 
make Renee’s parents approve of  her 
new boyfriend. Nadia suggests that 
while the parents are vacationing in 
Aruba, the boyfriend should come 
over and build a fancy wet bar in the 
basement for Renee’s dad.
 “They always wanted to do 
something with the basement, didn’t they? 
Well, here’s your chance to do something,” 
Nadia said, and Angela wrote. Or so 
she thought.
 She looked up at the screen 
with a start.
 Instead of  the words she’d 
written, it said:
 “The unearthly moaning was 
coming from the basement. The sound was 
barely human and, maybe, she realized with 
a shudder, not human at all!”

***

 Paul Jennings was having no 
such problems. In fact, he was on a 
roll. He looked up from the computer 
screen and gazed out his penthouse 
window, past his terrace, at the 
twinkling city beyond. God, it felt 

good to be writing again!
 “Creative License” was the 
title of  his story. It was about a bitchy, 
middle-aged female fiction novelist 
(modeled after Guess Who), who’s 
experiencing severe writer’s block. In 
her desperation, she goes to a gypsy 
fortune-teller, who gives her a magic 
potion that she’s supposed to drink 
just before she sits down to write.
 She does, and an idea pops 
into her head, an incredible idea. 
No sooner do her fingers touch the 
keyboard than another idea occurs to 
her, an even better one than the first. 
She tries to write it down, but then 
another idea occurs to her. Then 
another, and another.
 She sits paralyzed, her hands 
above the keyboard. The ideas are 
coming faster and faster now, blurring 
together like drops of  water in a 
swirling torrent. They inundate her 
mind, and she can’t grab on to any 
of  them. They’re here and gone, here 
and gone.
 Her head begins to ache 
from the effort, and then it gets worse. 
Much worse. In fact, it’s unbearable. 
A scream bursts from her throat.
 Paul sat back and admired 
what he’d done so far. Yes, it really was 
good to be writing again. He glanced 
at his answering machine, which had 
several messages. They could wait.
 Okay, how could he torture 
his main character now? Maybe 
he’d have her finally get clear of  the 
headaches and begin to write, only 
to find that the words she was typing 
were someone else’s. And even better, 
they were the words to a horror story. 
Yes, yes!
 He hastened to do just that, 
his fingers flying over the keys. He’d 
never been in such a zone. It was 
almost as if  the story were writing 
itself. His focus was so great that 
it took several minutes before he 
realized he couldn’t feel his hands. He 
looked down and gasped.
 His hands had no flesh. From 

the wrist down, they were the hands 
of  a skeleton.
 A scream burst from his 
throat, just like his character’s scream. 
He pulled his hands away from the 
keyboard, and instantly they became 
normal again.
 He carefully examined his 
fingers and flexed them. They seemed 
to be okay. A trick of  the light? It 
must have been, but what a weird 
thing! He took several deep breaths to 
steady himself, then carefully placed 
his hands back on the keyboard.
 They became skeleton hands.
 With an even louder scream, 
he leapt from the chair. What was 
happening?
 He saw that his hands had 
become normal again, but it was cold 
comfort. Was he losing his mind? 
Did he dare sit back down at that 
keyboard?
 He realized he needed a 
drink, badly. He stumbled over to 
the liquor cabinet, poured himself  a 
double scotch and took it with him 
out to the terrace.
 Two big gulps and five deep 
breaths later, the hum of  traffic forty 
stories below began to reach his ears 
and soothe him, as it always did. The 
city at night was as beautiful as ever. 
He leaned against the rail and looked 
out.
 A few explanations occurred 
to him, now that he was calmer. He’d 
been working too hard, for one. For 
another, he’d been letting Angela get 
to him, to the point where he’d been 
distracted this afternoon during an 
important presentation. From now 
on, he decided, he’d take no more 
calls from her at the office.
 “Bullshit, Paul. I’ll call you 
anytime I damn well please.”
 The voice came from behind 
him. He whirled around, and there 
she was.
 “Angela,” he stammered, 
“how did you get here?”
 She gave that cruel laugh 
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that always set his teeth on edge.
  “I don’t have to explain 
it. You never explain anything that 
happens in your tasteless, gruesome 
stories, do you?”
 She moved toward him. He 
pressed his back against the rail.
 “You were always such a 
pathetic little man.” She moved 
closer. “And now you’re going insane, 
aren’t you.”
 “Angela, I…”

 She was a powerful woman, 
five inches taller than he was and 
strong. When they’d first met he’d 
loved that about her.
 “So insane that you’re 
about to tragically and inexplicably 
end your life.” She reached out and 
picked him up by the armpits.
 He was too shocked to do 
anything. She was strong, but not 
this strong. This can’t be real.
 She lifted him onto the 
railing. His head was spinning. This 
had to be a nightmare; he’d wake up 
any second now.

 “Horror stories!” she spat, 
as her hands slid down to his ankles.
 With a chuckle, she flipped 
him off the terrace.

***

 At that very moment, the 
flesh and blood Angela was thirty 
miles away, sitting in front of  her 
computer screen and trying to 
deal with the strange words that 

had appeared on it. She vaguely 
remembered seeing them the night 
before, as one of  Natalie’s pitiable 
attempts at a story. She must have 
internalized them somehow.
 Shaking her head, she 
highlighted the sentence, hit the 
delete key and made it disappear. 
Slowly and carefully, she re-typed the 
first six words of  Nadia’s dialogue.
 “They always wanted to do 
something...”
 The room seemed to tilt 
beneath her. She thought she was 
going to faint. On the screen were 

the words:
 “It was coming from the attic!”
 “Natalie!” she screamed. 
“What the hell are you doing!”
 She got up from her desk 
and pounded down the hall toward 
Natalie’s room, cursing under her 
breath. Natalie heard her coming 
and opened the door. She peered out 
cautiously.
 “What’s wrong, Mom?”
 “Are you sending some kind 

of  signal to my computer?” Angela 
wanted to know.
 “No, of  course not. How 
could I even do that?” Natalie had 
the same expression of  concern 
on her face that Angela had seen 
earlier, when she got home. It was 
disturbing.
 “Are you all right?” Natalie 
asked again.
 “Yeah, I’m fine,” Angela 
said distractedly. She turned away 
and began to walk back toward her 
office. Her subconscious must be 
playing tricks, she decided. Maybe 

“‘Horror stories are cheap. 
Any no-talent hack can 
write a horror story.’... Her 
mother was talking about... 
her father.”
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she needed a break. Maybe it was time 
for a hot, luxurious bath.
 Oh yes, did that sound good! 
And it had worked many times before. 
Lying in the tub always seemed to melt 
away the negativity and free her mind 
for the task at hand. That’s what she’d 
do.
 She lit a few candles in the 
bathroom, ran the water as hot as she 
could stand it, added her favorite bath 
oil and climbed in. The effect was 
immediate. Angela closed her eyes and 
let herself  drift away.
 She was just about to reach 
that calm, familiar state of  tranquility 
when a voice barged its way into her 
awareness.
 “Do you find that things 
are getting a little strange for you, 
Angela?”
 Her eyes snapped open. 
Incredibly, there was Paul, sitting on 
the toilet seat and gazing bemusedly at 
her.
 “Wha…? How…?” was all 
she could muster.
 “I actually don’t look like this 
anymore,” he said. “Not since you 
killed me.”
 Her mouth hung open. She 
was speechless.
 “Do you want to see how I 
look now? Please don’t say no, Angela; 
I really want to show you.”
 He smiled and his face 
seemed to melt. His features became 
a crimson mass of  twitching muscles 
and tendons. Gray and white brain 
matter oozed from his shattered skull. 
His entire body was covered in blood. 
It dripped off him and pooled on the 
bathroom floor.
 She gagged.
 “This is what you look like 
after you fall off a penthouse terrace,” 
he said. “But you’re going to be luckier. 
They’ll have an open coffin at your 
funeral, which is more than you can 
say for me.” The blood on the floor 
disappeared, his features re-formed, 
and he was once again Paul Jennings.

 He stood up and moved over 
to the tub, where Angela, her eyes 
shut tightly, was moaning softly. “You 
can look now, Angela. I’m presentable 
again.”
 She opened her eyes but still 
couldn’t speak. Paul gave her another 
smile.
 “You shouldn’t have taken so 
much Valium before you got in the 
bath. Lots of  famous people have died 
that way.”
 She finally found her voice. 
“What the hell are you talking about? 
I didn’t take any more Valium than 
usual.”
 “But you must have, because 
that’s what they’re going to find after 
your autopsy.” He shrugged. “I guess 
you weren’t paying attention to what 
you were doing.”
 He reached out, grabbed hold 
of  her head and shoved her under the 
water.
 She flailed about in panic, 
trying to breathe, trying to pull his 
hands off her. But they were like steel 
clamps. They would not yield. She 
clawed at them, ever more desperate, 
feeling herself  grow weaker and 
weaker.
 Just before her body went 
slack and the blackness engulfed her, 
the last words she ever heard were: 
“Some horror story, Angela, wouldn’t 
you say?”

***

 An overflow crowd attended 
the double funeral at the Riverside 
Memorial Chapel. Nearly every 
luminary of  the literary and advertising 
worlds was there, filling the place to 
the rafters.
 The arrangements had been 
made by Angela’s younger sister, 
Dorothy, who’d immediately flown up 
from Palm Beach as soon as she heard. 
Natalie would eventually be moving 
down there to live with her when 
everything was settled.

 As for Natalie herself, she 
was a basket case. From the moment 
she’d discovered her mother’s body in 
the tub, and her frantic 911 call had 
been interrupted by the police calling 
to inform her of  her father’s suicide, 
she’d been nearly catatonic.
 She now sat in a corner of  
the reception lounge, lost in a private 
hell. Some funeral guests had paid 
their perfunctory respects and quickly 
moved on, not knowing what to say to 
her. Others hadn’t even done that.
 A voice penetrated her gloom. 
“Hey, Natalie?”
 She looked up and it was 
Peter. It almost made her laugh to 
see how ridiculous he looked in his 
wrinkled, ill-fitting suit, but laughing 
was something she’d never do again.
 “I just wanted to tell you that 
it wasn’t your fault,” he said.
 “Yeah, right!” She began to 
weep.
 “No, no, really. What 
happened to your parents was because 
of  them, not you.” He reached 
down and gently put his hand on 
her shoulder. “Your wish didn’t have 
anything to do with it. I made all that 
stuff up.”
 She blinked. She looked up at 
him with a desperate hope. “You did?”
 “Yes. My parents never 
bought my desk at that furniture 
store; the desk has been in our family 
for years. Those rolling papers may 
have looked weird, but I’ve got a 
dozen packs of  them at home. Their 
brand name is Skull and Bones rolling 
papers; they’re a subsidiary of  Zig-
Zag. Mr. Briggs may have had a heart 
attack, but I never wished my history 
exam would be cancelled. It was only 
a stupid story I made up because you 
were talking about your horror story. 
I was just riffing. I never meant to put 
you through any of  this.”
 Natalie tried to process what 
he was saying.
 “You made it up?”
 “I made it up.” 
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 “You made it all up?”
 “I made it all up, I swear.”
 She jumped out of  the chair 
and threw her arms around him.
 “Oh, Peter! Thank you, thank 
you. You just gave me back my life!”
 He blushed as he held her 
close. “Hey, that’s okay.”
 They stayed like that for a 
moment. Then Peter looked into her 
eyes. “You’re making me jealous by 
moving to Florida, you know. I want 
to see lots of  Facebook posts from 
you. And don’t stop writing. You know 
you’re good at it.”
 She dabbed at her eyes with 
a tissue. “Maybe,” she sniffled, “but I 
guess I won’t write horror stories.”
 He leaned over and kissed her 
cheek. “That’s probably a good idea.”

***

 Peter paused on the sidewalk 
in front of  the funeral home for a 
moment and stood with his eyes closed. 
To any passersby, he might have been 
a mourner who was overcome by 
emotion, but that wasn’t the case. He 
was having a silent conversation in 
his head with the angry face behind 
his eyelids, a face that had appeared 
to him the night before and utterly 
destroyed his sleep.
 “Okay, Lucas, I did it,” he said 
silently. “She believed me. You were 
there, so you saw it.”
 The face was impassive.
 “Please, Lucas, like I told you 
a hundred times; I’m sorry. I shouldn’t 
have used those papers. I shouldn’t 
have told her about them. So now I’ve 
made up for it and she’ll never know. 
Please, I’m begging you. Go away like 
you promised.”
 A guttural voice that dripped 
with venom answered him.
 “We’ll see about that, Geek 
Face. Meanwhile, it’s time for lunch. 
There’s a diner across the street, so 
move your nerdy ass. I’m hungry.” 
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 This is the story of  my second wedding, and 
how I acquired my would-be second wife. I would have kept 
her too, had I stayed in the militia. In the end, I gave her to 
my son. Achmenaton, treat her nice, captive though she might be, if  
not because I gave her to you for a wife, but then that she was almost a 
second mother to you. She is yours, my son. In addition, I leave all that 
I despoiled to you, I cannot stay in the holy fight. 
 But I have laid down my arms in the fight for God. 
I know what I have done. I shall not stand before a world 
court; I shall hear no man (and God forbid a woman) pro-
nounce justice on what I have done. Let them try to make 
their arrest. Let the authorities come. If  they confront me, 
I’ll do boldly what my victims did in fright: with my back 
turning toward the poised and aiming guns to fire on my 
flight. None of  the fifteen figures I killed put up a fight. Now 
I see some wisdom in this. 
 Who could call their cowardice, that it was decisive, 
anything but sound, when fifteen times it counseled rightly 
to run all their fears aground. I killed each one with new 
contempt; I was surprised with each one I killed; I asked 

myself  if  I was brave––more running––I asked, if  they were 
running off with my bravery, what option had I but to keep 
it up and kill? 
 But I have laid down my arms. I’m done fighting; 
I’m done with terror. I’d rather leave this world of  fright. 
And I’d die gladly like a coward, so long as I die as I might. 
You could say I’m disappointed with my work in terrorism. 

2

 It was the kind of  wedding feast Phineus would 
have loved. None of  the guests fought back. I would have 
asked why––I puzzled over it as I went––but the murdered 
were quick to lose their breath. There were the sounds of  
shots and then the shots echoed. Only while standing in the 
reverberation I thought to ask why they hadn’t meant resis-
tance. ’Twas the bullet still resounding, they hadn’t words 
left. I said, I killed fifteen, perhaps it was fifteen and a half, 
for it was on the sixteenth that I taught my warlike boy to 
kill. At two years short of  two half-decades, I put a black 
automatic pistol in his eager grip. His round hand creased 
about the blocky handle as he waited for me to tell him 

Cold Feet
Zeke Greenwald
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where to point it. I stunned a waiter 
with the silver trencher I struck from 
his serving palm; now it had a bit 
of  blood and pistachio crumbs on 
it; it had been filled with baklava. I 
promised Achmenaton the dented 
silver if  he could tarnish the bluing 
skin of  the hardly breathing man with 
a bullet. I said, “Good job.” I said we’d 
get somebody to clean the dish. My 
son was proud, and it was right for the 
boy to gain his confidence on a figure 

I had pruned. But then I cautioned, 
“From now on, you shall hinder and 
make recreant your enemies alone.”
 On my right, from a rifle I 
noticed Karlsbad had switched to his 
pistol by the sound that came from 
it. Straight ahead in the festival hall, 
Antinous made the tik tik tik sound with 
a machine gun. 
 They killed easily; I killed 
easier than they did but with more 
disappointment. Had I always lived 
with such cowards? The city of  
Ismenibad is small; I know pretty 
much everyone there. 
 Marianna, the bride I meant 
to redeem today, had run to the other 
end of  the hall. She didn’t cry; and as 
she stooped to her groom lying among 
scattered dates, pomegranates and 

oranges, she smiled because she was 
confused about her dress all smeared 
with blood. 
 Between me and her was her 
uncle, Petrus, who sold all the small 
markets fresh fruit; next to the balding 
man, her cousin, the fastest boy in 
town, Shmaelu, had died because 
he was swift to trip over Marianna’s 
grandpa, who was an invalid. I killed 
her grandpa, then the boy, then the 
balding merchant of  fruit, then twelve 

and a half  others more. Among them 
were her father, Elu, and the father of  
the groom, but I don’t know his name 
because he had only been in Ismenibad 
a day or two. I killed her pretty mother 
with a bullet to her breast. At her feet 
was a gory pile of  broken necklaces. I 
killed the brother that was known as 
Simchael; I think the projectile that 
got him got his sister, Afimel, as well. 
 With all that said, I was 
wondering about love. It was to be 
my wedding day, after all. But oh, 
Marianna was starting to cry. I should 
go console my bride. We have so much 
in common, Marianna, we’ll both have been 
married twice. As I approached and 
stepped on relatives, I practiced how 
I’d ask if  she had a girlish bout of  
butterflies to be married over again. I 

knew that I could console her for my 
first spouse, too, had been killed. The 
similarities don’t stop there, my slave, treasure 
for which I slaved only too well. 
 Your eyes are black, her eyes were 
black, yours have the better lustre. I killed your 
husband and I killed her, but she probably 
deserved it. For once when my militia 
men got bombed out by Americans, 
she extolled the slaughter. I couldn’t 
stand to see such evil in her; she really 
did believe those people deserved to 

die––I killed her. By the by, I’ve been 
thinking that maybe that’s why evil 
exists in the world, so God’s plan isn’t 
lacking accomplished hands or praise 
on either side. 
 That was not Badshephsa’s 
only betrayal. She would praise 
our son’s fierceness in public and to 
relatives, but I could tell she was scared 
that I intended battle for him. So as I 
approached the silverness of  beauty 
which was my new and hard-won 
bride, I looked over at Achmenaton 
and could not conceal my pride. He 
used his gun to corral the children; he 
had a childish whim not to destroy the 
grown-up living, but to be the mightiest 
of  kids. A wailing boy, a wailing girl, 
then the wailing stopped. Atta boy, my 
lad, you’ve got a knack more than I hoped. 
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“...only with father and 
brother gone can you 
love your husband 
right.”
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If  they be not meek enough to rule, 
he already knew to teach the others 
silence with a lesson of  his expeditious 
tool. 

3

 I was still approaching 
Marianna; she saw me; she didn’t 
move. I walked around the body of  
Imkran, the baklava cook. All the 
other corpses had seemed to let out 
their colorful vitality in a spray, and 
the luscious wedding hall hung with 
scripture written in bronze inlaid 
with gold. It was painted with the 
dripping footprints of  their ghosts; the 
confectioner’s blood was setting setting 
on the marble like halva cooling in his 
shop. 
 I was still wondering about 
love. I wondered why I got so angry in 
my might that no resistance was given 
to me, if  in one hundred more years 
of  terrorism, I’d ever get someone 
who fought back. I wondered if  this 
was a kind of  love, and I had no self-
interest, and I loved more than anyone 
else in the militia ever learned to love. 
I was not of  them anyway. I came from 
a secular family in France. I got to 
Ismenibad by caravan from Pakistan. 
I got to Lahore hitchhiking close to the 
Indian border, then walking across. 
 I notice Marianna now, and 
how her nose is small and her chin is 
smaller, but her eyes as they see me 
coming are getting bigger and bigger. 
I noticed her first at the marketplace, 
a density of  tables and awnings in 
the compact medieval lanes. It was a 
dusty day, but the calligraphic streets 
and their buildings screened the 
customers from the stinging wind. She 
stood before a condiment merchant 
with her first husband-to-be. He said 
he liked date syrup; she said she liked 
pomegranate. I followed them as 
they shopped. He said, “I think we 
should buy olives.” She said, “There’s 
already enough at home, but we need 
more bread.” He said, “I think this 

is anise.” She said, “It’s cardamom.” 
They disputed which was the better, 
cleaner smell: sage picked on the 
local mountains or cedar sprigs from 
Lebanon. It was then I picked her to be 
my wife. I could have taken her then, 
but by gossip with a shopping man I 
learned her wedding was approaching. 
This appealed to the sense of  theater I 
gladly applied to my trade. 
 It had been since I was a 
young man in France that I saw a 
couple argue and the woman prevail. 
But when I finally took her, she was as 
obliging as my first bride the first time, 
who laid her tummy flat on the bed 
with her head to the side. Badshepsa 
couldn’t help that her eyes were wet, 
but just as she didn’t rock her hips, her 
belly didn’t tense with sobs, she didn’t 
let herself  cry. We spent our wedding 
night in a canvas tent without a floor. 
We had a single cot which served me 
as a single private in the years before. 
Her eyes were black; her uncovered 
hair hung by her eyes, and said a 
quantity more than tears might how 
she tried to use its unwoven drapes to 
keep me from her sight. 
 Before we went to bed, she 
asked me who killed her father and 
brother. But I knew she was asking why 
I had. I said I loved her before I ever 
saw her, so great was the love in my 
heart. And if  her aorta felt deprived, 
that meant there should be the more 
affection available for so loving a man 
as I. “Be of  open mind, my love,” I 
said. “Know that I chose right, only 
with father and brother gone, can you 
love your husband right.” 
 Achmenaton, take this woman (she’s 
closer in sooth to your age than to mine), she 
who was unmoved by power either to hate nor 
love. Achmenaton, take everything I own. All 
the sudden I don’t feel too well. In the time 
since, I’ve come to know the feeling intimately: 
my son, I’ve changed my mind. Just like those 
old tales where victims and their villains get 
turned to birds and stones and stars, I’m 
different. Now take my wife, take my things 
and one last piece of  advice, for I’m beginning 

to think that to live and change one’s mind and 
back, then to another thing again and die for 
better or worse is life in its completest.
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Chapter 40: The Wedding
Leanne Grabel
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A bit of  grace for me, for you 

Now come on, come on 

Now come on . . . 

Mexican folk song adapted by Richie Valens
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The wedding took place in the living room of  the small house Harry and I were renting 

in a neighborhood in which we were at least forty-five years younger and three political 

parties to the left of  everybody else who lived there. 

Harry agreed to a rabbi, and we found the most liberal rabbi we could find, who was will-

ing to marry a Jew to a Catholic, no conditions, no guilt.

He had a messy ponytail. I loved that in a rabbi.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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Harry wore vintage tails. The jacket had padded shoulders that noticeably sagged. I glittered 

up the lapels with iridescent fabric paint. They looked abstractly brocade. He also wore a white 

tuxedo shirt and a black bow tie, just like me.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Four months pregnant and bloated, I felt like a water balloon. I wore a turquoise satin pantsuit 

with an elasticized waistband. The suit was tailored like a man’s suit from the 50s, with an over-

sized jacket with seriously padded shoulders. I wore a white tuxedo blouse and a black bow tie. 

My hair was black and cut into a mullet with a skinny black rattail. 
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Every day of  my pregnancy, meat sounded good. So we reserved a room at a neighborhood 

restaurant called The Prime Rib. It was a classic, old-fashioned steakhouse with a classic, 

old-fashioned sensibility—red and gold flocked wallpaper, heavy gold drapery, ornate crystal 

fixtures and lots of  mahogany. It had a worn elegance—perfect for a worn ritual. Most of  my 

friends, however, were vegetarians. Oh, well.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

I ordered prime rib and a baked potato with a carousel of  toppings—chives, sour cream, 

bacon bits. The dinner came with creamed corn, a horseradish sauce, a dinner salad with 

Roquefort dressing and piping hot dinner rolls with a basket full of  butter pats. Most of  the 

other guests ordered a dried out piece of  halibut.
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Chapter 41: Later
Leanne Grabel

I know there are people who must be 

completely independent of  others 

in order to feel free. 

For them, responding to someone else 

is like obeying a command. 

Any action that does not spring 

from their own desires is false. 

I can understand this compulsion 

for detachment. 

Jerzy Kosinski



43.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Harry and I bought a beautiful hundred-year-old house with numerous stylistic charms and 

flaws in 1989. The house had a century’s worth of  dust (so old, it might have actually been 

worth something), no garage and enough closet space for an elf. We had the house painted 

pink and black, and installed a wrought iron fence in 1999 when I had a job for an internet 

startup that paid five times more than I had ever made in my life. Our house looked like an 

illustration. 

Over the years, I was a tutor, a columnist, a copywriter, an editor, a poet in the schools and 

finally a full-time certified special education teacher. Harry was a vocational rehabilitation 

counselor, a mid-level civil servant, a plastic bag salesman and, finally, a mid-level state work-

er regulating and educating the public about liquor sales. Oregon is one of  the only states in 

the union in which liquor is state regulated.
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We grew two luscious daughters. They are better than both of  us, which I think is the point. 

They beam. They make us beam. 

Harry and I had a poetry café for a decade in the 90s. Café Lena. We had an in-house baker 

who baked the first Eastside challah—and cinnamon rolls and fig scones to die for. There 

were lines out the door. We had seventeen on our waitstaff, and, at one time, I wanted to kill 

them all for sloppiness and sloth. Actually, their crime was self-absorption, and its consequent 

blindness to details.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

We’ve had three dogs. The sweetest one, Bailey, who looked like a lamb and smiled like an 

angel, just died in May. 

Harry and I became good friends. We hug and laugh to tears. We dance around the dining 

room. We slap and swipe. We feel lucky, hopeless, hopeful and bored as a bench. We feel 

earnest as a sacrifice. We feel warm as a vest. We snack on brie and Greek olives stuffed with 

garlic and feta. We sip Italian red wines, roast organic turkeys and eat too much designer ice 

cream.
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We rarely have sex. And I’m telling you this because it may or may not be part of  the story.  

Would I be having more sex if  I hadn’t gotten raped in Baja? I don’t know. How does one know? 

You can’ t know. It’s impossible to know.
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Occasionally I read an erotic piece of  literature that works, full of  tongues and loins, odors 

and moistures. And my desire, long comatose, twitches awake, rolls over and reaches out. Big 

tears fall from her eyes. But my desire always forgets something back at the crypt, like a lipstick 

or a handkerchief. Then she rolls over, mumbles an apology for her forgetfulness and heads 

out. Of course the excuse is bullshit.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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And I used to be the goddamned bombshell of  the late seventies/early eighties poetry scene. 

I used to have sex coming out my ears. 

Most often I awaken at three in the morning, when even the crows are quiet, snuggling with 

their babies. I start worrying that I’m warped. I toss and turn. I feverishly examine my life 

with night’s superior magnification. Every mote of  it.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

I’ve concluded numerous times that although my life resembles a fine life from the outside, 

there is something wrong—lifeless, themeless, colorless, soggy, jagged, sharp, dull, thick, 

heavy, thin, different from, more arid than, less nourishing than, wronger than, meaner than, 

dumber than  yours . . . with less sex.

  

I think I’m going to find a therapist again. I said.
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Only hams get cured.

Larry Novick, chiropractor
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Chapter 42: Again With the 
Therapy

Leanne Grabel
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

I chose therapists from the Women’s Therapy Handbook by the sound of  their names. It was 

how I used to pick horses when my father and I went to the races up and down the West 

Coast in the late fifties/early sixties. We used to win, based on my choices. He thought I was 

his lucky charm.

 

I looked carefully at the horses as they pranced by. I studied the shape of  their backs, the rip-

ple of  their muscles, their sheen. I picked the shapeliest, the shiniest, the ones with the jockeys 

with the most beautiful silks. And I had to love the name. 



52.

I loved a pinto, but they were rare. I liked a shiny black horse, maybe, but they were usually too 

jumpy. A dappled gray horse always caught my eye. And a white horse was magical, but usually 

thin. With a great name, I’d pick a palomino in a second. 

It worked. Greenbacks, not ticket shreds, were flying through the air. My father gloated and 

bragged. And I gloried—until he over-bragged. Loudly. As always. And embarrassed me.

And then my luck changed. We started losing. It was awful. He hated to lose. He lashed out. I 

hated to lose. I felt like such a loser. 

 The Opiate, Winter Vol. 20



53.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Dodie Blodgett, Harriet Hindenberg and Miriam Golden. Those were the three names I 

starred in the Women’s Therapy Handbook—and my next three therapists. As it turned out, they 

were all amber-haired women in their forties who wore loose linen layers. Their offices were 

artfully furnished in a minimalist Nordic style. They listened with grace as I batted words 

about as if  playing a sloppy game of  badminton.



54.
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I told each of  them the same story the same way. I stressed the same details and used exactly the 

same words and inflections each time. My voice sounded like a train. Chugga chugga chugga. But 

it felt a little bit like I’d lost control of  its chugging. The story was now in my throat, a few inches 

from my mouth. Chugga chugga choo choo.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

It’s true. I expected a lot from Dodie Blodgett, Harriet Hindenberg and Miriam Golden. I ex-

pected them to lance and drain the boil of  Baja once and for all. I expected them to excavate 

and decipher the trauma, create and prescribe the antidote, eradicate the toxins of  rape. 

I expected them to feed me the fix like apple sauce or mashed peas. And after a few spoonfuls, I 

expected to turn tranquil and joyous and hot for Harry. 

I expected them to fix me.
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I expected them to excise the fright that had been injected into my bones like some kind of  taint-

ed marrow. I also expected them to smooth out the tight muscular scaffolding in which I’d been 

encased since 1972. I expected the cure. 
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

My fourth therapist was a man who had been recommended by a good friend. Yes. I thought 

perhaps a man might be more therapeutic. Men were what I had to get over. 

This man had a big beautiful forehead and thick, snowy hair that lifted off his forehead like a 

dune. But at the end of  the first session, he told me my red turtleneck gave a suggestive message, 

attracting sexual attention in a socially inappropriate way. What? It was my red turtleneck. All 

stretched out. I’d had it for years.

I called his office at 3:12 the next morning and left a message that I had accepted a teaching 

position in Zimbabwe. And I was leaving tomorrow.
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Chapter 43: Fright Night Revisited
Leanne Grabel

Poets wither endlessly away

Like pearl-blooming oysters

Harrowing the flux to make a 

little something glitter out past dreaminess.

Not even their best friends

Know quite what to say to them.

Marty Christensen
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

Then, one hot August night, after drinking half  a bottle of  clear pear brandy at some friends’ 

house, on an empty stomach, the pear bobbing around in the bottom of  the bottle like a 

specimen, I almost fucked an elfin photographer, visiting from New York, on a blanket in an 

award-winning urban park. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I was a little embarrassed to have to tell 

him to put it away, right on the brink. But I was primarily delighted to find out that I had an 

actual ethic. 

I came home and growled at Harry to fuck me HARD. We were sitting in front of  our house 

in the Toyota wagon. I was so drunk, I felt like I was swimming underwater. Yet, I was oddly 

clear. And I was enjoying the hell out of  my wet theatrics. 
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Later that evening, I got a hip ache. It just came on while I was sitting on the couch. It sudden-

ly hurt to sit, walk, bathe and lie down. It hurt to do everything. And it kept hurting. I started 

going to doctors. All kinds of  doctors. Nobody could figure it out—not the orthopedist, nor 

the neurologist, nor the naturopath, nor the physical therapist, nor the Chinese doctor who 

traveled with the Chinese gymnastics team. 
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

Then I went to Larry. 

 “Your sacrum is locked,” he said.

That night I looked up “sacrum” online. One article called it, “The door to the pelvis.” I was 

looking for meaning.

How interesting, I thought. A-ha. Illness as metaphor . . . 
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But Harry was not enjoying the hell out of  it. He began to fade, to blur, like Robin Williams in 

Deconstructing Harry. So I staggered into the house and went to bed.

The next morning, I woke up surprisingly hale and light-hearted. I had a slight stomach ache, 

but no headache. Amazing. Harry, on the other hand, was freaked. His large face was sidewalk 

gray, his eyes spinning like a pinwheel. 

“I think you need more therapy,” Harry said as I drove off to buy a cordless phone at RadioShack, 

my guts starting to gurgle.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

Later that week, Jana was talking about EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Repro-

cessing) at a Passover Seder. She said the theory was that traumatic memories could actually be 

reshaped during a simulated REM sleep state. She said that the tone and tenor of  a nightmare 

memory could be re-designed and re-recorded and put to bed in a quieter room. 

I liked the idea of  circumventing my overbearing mind. And I liked the idea of  taking my dirty 

memory and washing it, bleaching it, folding it warm and putting it in a bottom drawer. 

YES. I loved the idea of  rising up against my mind. I was going to try EMDR.
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Sasha Wasserman, EMDR therapist, practiced in a building on the Southeast side of  Port-

land. The building was brick and small enough that I almost wanted to hug it. It had planter 

boxes bursting with purple peonies under every window, like children playing dress up. The 

waiting room, however, was dingy and disappointing. The curtains were water-stained. And 

there was an old philodendron in one corner that was so dusty, it appeared to be wearing a 

three-piece suit.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

Sasha Wasserman was noticeably large—morbidly obese. Her feet poured out of  her 

shoes like milkshakes. I’m sorry, but I did not consider this to be a good sign at all in a 

therapist.

So I told her the three-minute version, my voice chugging along as train-like as it ever 

was. And as I chooed and chugged, she waved that rod, its white lights randomly blink-

ing, in front of  my eyes, as if  she were Leonard Bernstein attempting to come into the 

post-modern age. 

I kept waiting for my consciousness to change, but I didn’t feel a thing. 



66.

Sasha invited me into her study and asked me dozens of  questions about the social and behav-

ioral details of  my life, like how I drank my coffee, how much dental work I’d had and whether 

I read a book to the end if  I found it boring at the beginning. Then there were a few minutes 

of informational blab—my address, therapy history, job history, etc., etc. She was fiddling with 

things on her desk—I was speaking into a recorder. She spun around and her large, curved back 

was to me. It was round. Perfectly round.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

“Okay,” she said. “I want you to tell me about your trip to Baja. And as you tell me, I want 

you to follow this rod with your eyes. Keep your eyes on the lights on the rod. Just tell me the 

story and look at the lights on the rod. Just keep looking at the lights on the rod.” She had 

pulled out a rod that lit up. 

I went blank. I strained to envision a special place. Come on. But nothing came to mind. 

Hurry! I felt pressured. I chose a meadow of  flowers. There were daisies and poppies and 

peonies, butterflies and lilies. It was about seventy-six degrees. There was a cool, green lawn 

and a twinkling stream. I strained to see it, to hear it, its trickles and peeps. I strained to hear 

the tiny whooshes of  leaves in soft breezes like bells in the navels of  angels.  I strained to smell 

it, the flowers and distant pines. And then choo choo, I began telling the story again.



68.
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The whole time I was talking, I couldn’t stop peeking at Sasha’s belly. It was undulating like 

bread dough. 

Sasha told me to open my eyes and stare at the rod as she waved it about in front of  me. Her 

sleeves flapped like flags. 

I called Sasha midweek. I said I had to quit seeing her because I was opening a women’s 

bookstore in Iceland.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Then, urged on by Gwennie, the funniest woman in the world, I decided to try tapping. 

Gwennie, who had suffered numerous traumas in her life, said it made her a different per-

son in three sessions. She said it nudged her negativity right out of  her system. 

Hmmmm. I opened the Women’s Therapy Handbook and found a name I liked. Zanna Pax, 

tapping specialist. Perfect. The name was fantastic—it even sounded like an anti-anxiety 

medication. 
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Zanna Pax was thin and dour. Her straight, brown (slightly graying) hair was expertly parted, 

falling over and completely covering most of  one side of  her face. I did not consider that a 

good sign. How was a therapist going to guide me to emotional well-being with only half  a 

face? That’s what I was thinking.

I told Zanna Pax my new version of  the Baja story, which was down to a minute, flat. She 

hadn’t really asked me to share it. And she didn’t really seem that interested.

“I see,” she said, rummaging around in an antique armoire. She finally pulled out an acrylic 

wand. It had gel inside of  it, and sequins and glitter that swirled about. My daughters had 

ones just like it when they were six.
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She told me to follow the wand with my eyes, while tapping my upper body with my finger-

tips, in the places shown on the chart, in a pattern in she would lead. She told me to keep 

talking about Baja, in flashes of  memories, as they came. She told me to say anything that 

came to mind.

Uhhh . . .  

“Like what?” I asked.

“Say anything,” she said, spinning and curling her wand like a large piece of  pasta al dente.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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So, I tapped, and I talked. But I didn’t say anything new. Zanna Pax kept waving and spin-

ning. Her hands were pale and thin. She had pretty fingers. She had fingers like a fairy god-

mother might have. 

At the next session, Zanna Pax told me she thought my rape was actually the best thing that 

had ever happened to me. “It opened you up.” 

I thought it was an interesting theory. I honestly did. I didn’t even take offense, at least not in 

that moment. 

But I quit Zanna Pax at about 2:49 the next morning. I told her I was moving to Ottawa to 

become a Sikh.
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. . . as for sound

I live in one great

bell of  sound

William Stafford

Chapter 44: Warped?
Leanne Grabel
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Thirty-two years after Baja, as if  by design, I found myself  teaching language arts to incar-

cerated teenage girls in a lockdown treatment center. Every single girl in my classes had been 

raped. You know their stories. Their rapists were not strangers in ski masks. Their rapists 

were their dads, stepdads, uncles, boyfriends, boyfriends’ friends, foster brothers, foster moth-

ers, yes, mothers—as if  rape were a part of  their culture, not a warped, violent act at all. 

My students were in lockdown for a year, minimum. They had committed either one big 

aggressive act, or a series of  aggressive acts—over time. They were “not successful in society.” 

They had multiple diagnoses and disabilities, and were angry, addicted, imbalanced, illegal 

and alone. They had social workers and case workers and CASA workers and probation 

officers—everything but parents. They were wards of  the state.
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Research implies maybe ninety percent of  my students are handicapped for life because of  

their misfortunes—the rapes, the poverty, the drugs, shitty mothers, shitty fathers, shitty class 

kismet, disabilities, mood disorders, diseases, bad food, bad teeth, yes, and physical ugliness. 

Maybe more. 

For balance, I played them Miles Davis, Ornette Coleman, Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell, The 

Beatles, Glenn Gould, Yo-Yo Ma, Louis Armstrong, Leonard Cohen. Most of  them had 

never heard of  Mozart, Jackie O, Jimi Hendrix or Hanukkah. I read them poems by William 

Stafford, Mary Oliver, Charles Simic and Sylvia Plath, on her good days. I showed them 

Frida Kahlo. Man Ray and Van Gogh, Mary Cassatt and Annie Leibovitz, Andy Warhol 

and Jean-Michel Basquiat. 

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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I tried to be appropriate. But, yes. I got in trouble. For showing them photographs by Annie 

Leibovitz, for instance. 

The first day I saw them, I sat in the back of  a language arts classroom, observing. I had been 

asked to sub for the social studies teacher’s maternity leave. I had the appropriate credentials 

and needed the job, but I wanted to look first, to make sure these girls didn’t have horns, or 

fangs.

Every day I acted like a fool. I tried to make them laugh, rage and hopefully learn some-

thing—or at least want to learn something. It worked about forty percent of  the time. Maybe 

less.
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RESILIENCE: The ability of  a substance

or object to spring back into shape.

Elasticity. The process of  adapting well

In the face of  adversity, trauma,

Tragedy, threats or even significant

Sources of  stress . . .

[American Psychological Association]

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

Chapter 45: Like A Chair Left Out 
in the Rain

Leanne Grabel
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What if  I’d just gone skiing? Would I be better? Smoother? More hopeful? More boring? 

Less poetic? A lawyer? A pianist? Dead? 

There’s no way to know.

I used to look around my classroom, and we were all picking at ourselves, tapping our feet 

against the legs of  our tables so fast, our shoes blurred. We chewed packs of  gum all at 

once, our jaws clicking ferociously in battle with such an odd wad. I used to look out into 

the landscape of  their eyes, and I could see craters and ruts filled with shadows of  gloom—

only an occasional flare of  hope.
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I do not think losing my virginity to two armed rapists in Baja was the best thing that 

ever happened to me. I think it’s goddamned tragic. 

Sometimes I cry hard for young me. I want to hold young me. I want to squeeze the 

freeze right out of  me. I know my nerves got irradiated by the fright (think Nagasaki.)

 

And there’s another victim like Young Me every second. And there has been for hun-

dreds and hundreds and hundreds of  years.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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I was trying to teach my students to play with their wounds, too. I was trying to teach 

them to dress their wounds up in gold lamé and banana yellow cashmere, and have them 

sit down on a whoopee cushion, dance the cha cha, and bake tiny cupcakes with tons of  

frosting like a roller coaster, spiraling up to the sky.
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I was trying to teach them that it’s the secrets that could hurt them. I was trying to 

teach them to tell.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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And jokes help.

As Tim O’Brien said, “They found jokes to tell. They used a hard vocabulary to contain the 

terrible softness.”

But mainly, I was trying to turn my classroom of  victims into poets—aware, graceful, gener-

ous and filled with voice—as if  it were the only way to be.

THE END
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POETRY



84.
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Weekend Call to My Father
Sherri Levine
When my father can’t lift his wife 
off the kitchen floor, he calls the fire department. 
“They come so often,” he says on the phone.
“I buy them boxes of  doughnuts.”
He coughs a few times, clears his throat,
then blows his nose.
I can picture him, sitting on his cracked blue
leather chair, newspapers strewn
over the worn carpet around him.

I used to watch my father talk to himself,
his shoulders shrugged as he plucked at
his eyebrows, hands moved as if  
he was shooing flies.
Once, in our musty garage, his punching bag
hanging from the ceiling, 
I stood next to him while he fixed his car. 
Hands covered in oil, he yelled out, 
“Screwdriver!” but when I gave him 
the wrong one, his bald head pulsated bright red.

On the phone, he asks, “Do you need any money?”
He’s pressing cherry tobacco
in his pipe, cracking pine nuts with his teeth, 
his stocks rising and falling on the TV.
I need to get off the phone.
I haven’t even had my first cup of  coffee.  
But now, he’s the one who has to go,
his wife’s calling him from somewhere 
in the house, somewhere I hope 
he can get to 
in time.



85.

Carvings
Syed Zaman

Wax casts and porcelain faces—
Laced with breaths bleeding indigo—
Hemmed by violet velvet veracities.
Unfired surfaces adorned with
Baroque butterflies and malleable 
Motes of  dancing doves.
Dyed feathers drift gently—deceivingly
Undefinably through the thumping
Beat of  blue air.
I am beseeched by borrowed
Layers of  ivory white—blinded 
Blamelessly by the blink of
A one-winged bird—its
Cross-hatching of  colors—caressing of  
Silver crescents curving at unrecognizable, 
Drearily diluted dreamy distances.
I am beguiled by fervent shapes—
Draping the figurative canvas 
Of  my desires in strokes of
Alizarin crimson—
Inscribing forgotten verses from poems as 
Prose delineating our past to
Replace pale purple renditions.
My inkwell is refilled by green emeralds, 
Amber, and the transparency of  wet fears
Lingering lyrically inside the cavernous 
Cacophonous holes bound by
Soaring sounds sung through
Sandstone walls that brim with beams of  
Weeping moonlight.
I, too, became yours—captive to the
Peerless beauty beneath a menagerie of
Charred charcoal sculptures—
Resembling the
Multiphasic masks of  
Mona Lisa—
An uncanny smile
Mounted mosaically in melancholia—
Painted—ghostly white and luminescent—
Awash—in euphoria.
I am swept away by the alchemy of  the 
Indomitable distended sky reddening behind 
Pinks and mauves—gradually turning satin 
Black as the starlit darkness closes in on us.
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I am held here—under a storm of
Unfinished stories
Still—as a protagonist of  buried purity
Beneath billowy longings disguised as 
Unceasing prayers palpably recommitting
To penetrate a touch I only knew in the
Form of  flight—the diffused
Light—within the ventricles built around the 
Dying sun of  an insoluble floating
Love song.

Image by Syed Zaman
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This good dirt
Is good enough
For the oranges and the persimmons
The roses
And the marigolds
The oleander and the tuberose
The bougainvillea only grows
As the oak tree roots burrow
Deeper
Into this good dirt
Which was good enough for Whitman
And this compost
So I think this plot of  soil
Will be suitable for me
The dry, brittle bones and me
Will sink into this earth six feet
And out of  the planted seeds of  me
A garden will grow for you
And you shall see what I see
That the world has never been against you

If Planted, Flowers Will Grow 
in a Boneyard
Alise Versella
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Do not be enslaved
By your own derisive thoughts
By time trapped in its clocks
By what the world believes you should have achieved
At what age and what you should
Want

You
Have no one else to answer to but yourself
Do not let this beautifully cruel world make you feel
small
Do not let anyone
Make you feel insignificant
You are a tapestry of  woven stars
And you are infinite

I Am Here For Me
Alise Versella
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I can’t find the photographs my grandpa showed me last
Yet all his clothes still hang in this cramped closet
Like the cramped bathroom with the wheelchair 
Still folded up in the corner
I light the sage on fire
In hopes of  cleaning out old ghosts
Or maybe just the ghost of  myself
 Watch the ashes dissipate out the window
Where that bumblebee buzzes like Jupiter in orbit
And I’m reminded of  poor Pluto, no longer a planet
How Pluto was Goofy’s dog and essentially my first real word
 Pointing at the Disney picture hanging in my nursery 
I remember in kindergarten learning about the tongue
Where one would taste sour or sweet
And how much I hated bitter dark chocolate 
And it’s all I can stomach now
Bitter chocolate and acrimonious coffee

My father’s beard is prickly and I cried hysterical when he shaved it
Like, how dare a zebra change his stripes on me like that?
I only date men with beards
 Shun the day they shave or trim it down
Whittle themselves away
Unceremoniously

I remember my grandpa’s rosary 
His white t-shirt and shaving cream
How soft and clean
To believe

Cleaning Ceremonies
Alise Versella
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He has to mastermind his executive clan,
measure the circumference of  his conferences,
review the shareholder’s whimsical stance
in dire times.

He has to assess the vehemence of  the wind
for his yacht’s temperament,
the wantonness of  snowflakes
at resorts in Switzerland,
the fitness of  grass blades
for his golf  tournaments.
In the meantime, I can either ponder or sob
over the privilege of  befriending a snob.

I milk my books with a pair of  orbs
that have irrevocably lost their forte.
I dip my thoughts
in fluid discourse
that ripples in the streams of  Virginia Woolf, 
but for what good!
In the meantime, he envisions my liquid core
dissolving in the swamps of  platitudinous norms
against all odds.

A Snob
Susie Gharib
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Should he be prose-writing in the American, he wonders, vexing odors blooming from crotch- and armpit-like ar-
eas. Lotta cool cats came outta there, he reckons, but seems like it’s been walking downhill for a while, popularity 
waning in the printing presses. Perhaps Kantonese or the other one, the fruity one, he thinks, knowing none, nev-
er having been near them. He could make it big in the American, he reckons, big and star-like glittering, make a 
fortune, as they call it here, walk the fame, eat the pussies and the shrimp, drink the drinks and be someone. He’s 
not ready to be someone, though, he thinks, he’s not ready for the lights and flashes, he’s still just a wavy jellyfish 
wafting through walls and down sidewalks, slurping up the small bits of  attention lying around on the street. 
Don’t have the appetite for it, he reckons, lying to himself. The American isn’t new anymore, it’s rusty brown 
recyclable, why should he carry the cross up that hill when there are cars and Lyfts now, Golgatha Transportation 
Ltd and all that. Jazz is dead, so’s the beat and that whole revolution they’d been cooking, left it on for too long, 
now the big guys in the jacket-type things went and ate it all up, went and took the houses away, left the ramblers 
on the street, sitting perched up there with their sexy chains and silk screens, imported straight from Japan (the 
reallest of  countries, according to the voices up top). Maybe he just doesn’t know the American good enough, 
he reckons, maybe he’s just talking dope and living the lives of  others (the knowers, the reals), maybe he should 
stick to the branch he was sat on, it’s a fine branch, all gnarly and thick. He don’t believe in the big ideas, the red 
balloons passing by, he reckons that flash of  glittering green in the eyes of  hopefuls is just dollar store LEDs, no 
more true flashing left around here. It’s too late, for the American, he reckons, too much editing been done, too 
little of  the grammar school work, the hard-type work, now typing’s out of  style and speech-2-text is where it’s at. 
It hasn’t been in the American forever, he reckons, now it’s in the ‘stans and the ‘elas, in the ‘ia-countries that are 
really getting on the know, walking the fame and eating the pussies. They see some new jazz, he reckons, on their 
skin-type drums and their quick-tapping feet, they’ll come take it all over like that stretch of  sand got taken by 
that new kid on the block that one time (guy with the beard? You remember him). They have the new stuff, the 
alive stuff, that stuff they don’t put in the movies or in the silicone chips, it’s too late for the American to catch up, 
the new cool has been established. He reckons he’ll learn Swahili, be hip and new, maybe one of  them little tiny 
speaks, the two-dozen speaks, so people see how he didn’t need them, how he couldn’t stomach the old flu, but 
was cool with the cool, eating the shrimp and the pussies. He’ll be all the rage then, he reckons, be like a pearl 
in the mollusc, if  molluscs still grow pearls, like fruit on the vine, the ripest of  ripes. He could be the one to take 
it all over, he reckons, ride some coattails and get there, in that place, there where all the kids hang out and talk 
the secret words and tap their feet to whatever they’ve gone and dug up out of  the ground. Be a kid again, he 
reckons, that new one with the wings and the chrome and the ribbons. He’ll be on that walk one day, he knows, 
be the one to call down and make up the new type stuff, no recitals no more, all new and shiny. The old folks 
won’t understand, he reckons, they’ll be there with their noses, all looking-but-pretending-not-to-look. That’ll be 
the end of  it, he reckons, no news after that, ice-9 dropped in the ocean, all frozen up for him, he wrote the final 
word, did the final line, made it all up as he went and closed the doors behind him. They’ll love him, he reckons. 

On the Reckoning
Harald Toksværd
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Claws weep as they crack the flesh
trembling ivory
palms pushing the dagger deep
It is so      much      harder
       to kick a fallen soldier,
Your hollow aching carcass
pours gangrene through my feet
knocked back by iron ankles
to waste hopeless at my knees
It is so      much      harder
       to cut an infant leech,
Withered, the child stands sobbing
grasping with blackened arms
they will drench you in their oil
he will set fire to your scars
It is so      much      harder
       to turn your back on deathly innocence,
The hands reach out of  the ocean
from lungs that fill with the sea
now scrub the salt
into their sinking wounds
each time you choose to leave,
See the hungry floor of  the seabed
it pulses with beating hearts
no matter how much you love them
their teeth will devour your parts.

Weeping Teeth
Isabel Straw
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Save  the   <children>  from   
dis-eased  word{s}
Sëañ Døylê
Unseen- symmetry.  .  .
 toneS of  friendship {In} spirit-touch  .union.  .   .   
  ::  Mirror- as trap!within;  non-Material    .. 
         immersive climates...   Where ~ the non-Sense ..      ;projects (itself)   Inside- out!  :Through}
Non-polar..
  Soul(ar) • silhouette-Screen}s{   :: Broadcast!!
       to the   Worlds  in which  harness ..
                an Image of    (two) ::
  Phonetic 
    architects ::
  communicating
     with the pre-natal designs 
        of  their spirit-selfs (•)
    in   the ethers of  inner-space.   .    .    .
 As  malfunctioning  discarded  prototypes
       
        Pristine- regions! {A} canvas .. ..
              sentient- sound!  observe 
                 ((Human- light. orbit!))
                  
                     Calibrating-  genetic tone-hex(s)
                           {I}nvocation.. activation!   -  
                         vortex- protrusion.    .       .
                              spiral..
      instinctual- Symbol!    direction ..   ..   ..
                        vibration!!  .draining “life” of
                      its  function..    ((2))
      Save  the   <children>  from   dis-eased  word{s}
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*Albanian    ;transit,
    floating  ashtrays  —  
     :stray-human    Spike-trap
mechanism!!    from  the  grave   to  the cradle-less-s-s death  which  held  us...

  ..  Aunties   speaking   in  tongues  again ...
    
    Him  bathe  in 
boiling  water !  
  I remember that much 
how  him  skin  peel..
   
   Turkish  bloke 
tole  me   “Pick  a  Card!!”
    
  Tortoise  shells & 
       pigeon bones 
him   be  selling..

   I  picked  one (&)  *poof*
him  vanished !! !!    dematerialised   right  before 
   my  ears ..  
   
Now  there s  scarabs 
    on  my  Tongue- body!! 
The  card  turn  to ash..,
    
  “an Offering  for  the  dead 
squeezing  through  quivering   
  pockets  of    emptiness-s-s”

    This  is  where  they scream .. ou-t-t
        fluctuating  shrieks ..
           Take  form  as  feral
         scratch-marks  ;dancing
    With  sounds    of   sirens ..
        RE-PEAT.    RE-PEAT
        ======      =======
 

PICK-A-CARD!!
Sëañ Døylê
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Dark As Tar/Donker Als Teer
Alex Deforce
A thought hard enough
changes the look of  things in many ways
A slow dark won’t stop for three days

All 42 ways to cut an apple
have long been forgotten

A woman in Beirut with translucent skin
looks straight at the sun
won’t even squint
won’t even blink

What was known before the age of  mirrors:
            the skeleton of  ____ was known
            it was known where every bone of  ____ was
            and which one hurt most
            the hurt from falling on ice was known
            but lost by most

In this new age and time
men, women and beyond
recognize colours by their smell
The smell of  diesel is the smell of  movement
Most movement now requires no footsteps

Only tourists from the past point out rainbows
in dusty coffee bars reading books
in optimized languages of  a mere ten characters

No need to be going and leaving and looking for a rainbow
the rainbow is here, day and night
greyscaled in the sunlight
scales of  violet in the moonlight
No wolves survive this war

Flags change colour with each war
They say: “Don’t cry over anything that can’t cry over you”
Many dry their eyes with flags unknown

“Be careful, everybody is hungry”
said the beaten woman to her virgin daughter
along the dead sea,
folks feed of  the salt
sucked from their fingers
Nobody mentioned this war,
this here war is life
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Earth cigar smoke dark
dark as tar

******

Elk gedacht hard genoeg
verandert het zicht van de dingen op veel manieren
Een langzaam donker zal niet stoppen voor vier dagen

Alle 42 manieren om   appels te snijden
zijn lang vergeten

In Beiroet schijnt de huid van een vrouw door
knijpt recht in de zon
knippert niet eens
kijkt niet eens

Wat was gekend voor het tijdperk van spiegels:
          het skelet van ____ was gekend
          het was gekend waar elk bot van ____ was
          en welk het meest pijn deed
          de pijn van vallen op ijs was gekend
          maar vergeten door de meesten

In deze nieuwe tijd en perk
herkent man, vrouw en meer
kleur aan der geur
De geur van diesel is de geur van beweging
beweging nu vraagt geen voetstap meer

Enkel toeristen uit het verleden wijzen op regenbogen
in stoffige koffiebars boeken lezend
in geoptimaliseerde talen
van een magere tien tekens
tien magere tekens

Ga niet, vertrek niet en zoek niet
naar regenbogen
de regenboog is hier, dag en nacht
grijswaarden bij zonlicht
schalen van violet bij maanlicht
Geen wolven overleven deze oorlog
geen wolf  overleeft deze 

Vlaggen veranderen van kleur na elke oorlog
Ze zeggen: “Huil niet over iets dat niet over jou kan huilen”
Velen drogen hun ogen met onbekende vlaggen

“Wees voorzichtig, iedereen heeft honger”
zei de geslagen vrouw tegen haar maagdelijke dochter
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“Wees voorzichtig, iedereen heeft honger”
zei de geslagen vrouw tegen haar maagdelijke dochter
Langs de dode zee,
voeden mensen zich met zout
gezogen uit hun vingers

Aarde, sigaarrookdonker
donker als teer
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Life As Loss
Matthew Peluso
Of  the womb
Of  innocence
Of  friends
Of  love
Of  youth
Of  dreams
Of  those we love
Of  illusion
Of  things and places we love
Of  caring about loss
Of  health
Of  memory
Of  life
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Blessed are the trees
that fall to earth 
from the height of  centuries 
the vertical symme-tree of  sky 
fall to earth 
as I fall to you    with a hush 
then turn to ash 

Camped as we are at Heart’s core
the ground gives sway— 
your magnetic pull 
drawing me to you— 
opening your pathways 
your secret roots and springs—
your bough breaking gently overhead 

Branch by branch 
I descend into your forest— 
take refuge in 
your whirling blue jungle of  stars 
your mother-tongue 
                                radiant and unspoken 
flickering through the leaves 

Branch by branch
I defend your shrinking shadow
as I would my own—  
my own twisted limbs   my own fading pages
dripping 
with the sap of  fresh sorrow

Here on the edge of  the forest
Night falls   as trees   into silence—
the lament of  felled Evergreen
the shudder of  every drum roll 
                                                 echoing 
in the subterranean passageways 
of  my mind

Here on edge of  extinction
smoke rises and blossoms
like breath into flower— 
passes through 
the cathedral of  our sighs 

Don’t Smoke in Bed
Antonia Alexandra Klimenko 
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the sleeping nightmare of  a dream— 
the mouth of  my contaminated river 
spilling into yours

Every night                                                                 
I cry Timberrrr! 
as I return to you   my Wilderness
Even now 
leaving my invisible trail 
across our weeping Universe 

Every night I fall from grace 
then vanish into thin air 
I too   under-developed and wild 
have defied your attempts to tame me
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“We are expected to be pretty and well-dressed until we drop.”
                —Edith Wharton, The House of  Mirth

Mother desired to be the best wife with the best life/thin-hipped 
petal-lipped/stacked but skinny/perfumed and gullible/Stepford
unobtainable/not easily maintainable/she stuffed her drawers with 
teddies and rhinestone zoris/wore makeup sultry and moody/dressed 
in ostrich mules and see-through tulles/pampered and manicured/
toenails polished/heels smoothed/ears pierced/her ego soothed.

She piled her coffee table with magazines/romance novels and 
Dexatrim/stocked her bar with tequila/margaritas and mangos/
smoked oysters/Vienna sausages/green olives stuffed with pimento/
V-8 with vodka/cayenne/celery and a twist/she swilled/sucked 
and sucked-up Tab and Virginia Slims from morning until night/
her expression an illusion/a ring on her finger not in her tub.

The way she lived/some days she couldn’t get off her hands and knees. 

Unobtainable
Dale Champlin
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I may be no more than a tchotchke on a shelf  
gathering dust that I will never return to. 

My thoughts resurface as artifacts 
from days that precede the one I am in now—
lured to the present by something 
I don’t quite understand like
succulent pieces of  fruit in lime Jell-O 
suspended in my mind
until revealed
in their entire multi-colored splendor.

I remember when my little girl’s brother 
wrapped me in a tin foil shroud and buried
me in the garden like a time capsule. I was lucky
she saw him from her bedroom window. 
I am one of  the juicy bits from her childhood
that she retrieves from her memory
playhouse. She may suddenly recall 
other things she’s stashed beside me. 

One month we thought Mother was baking
us delicious Russian wedding cookies. All 
the kitchen counters were powdered with
sugar in drifts like snow. How old will my girl be
when she realizes that Mother was snorting 
blow? That needle tracks up and down her arms
were not mosquito bites? When will my girl
admit her delinquent brother deserved 
to be incarcerated?

That long ago day she pulled me slowly up
from deep earth, unwrapped me and smoothed
me over and over in her gentle hands 
to make sure I was whole. I brushed 
the tiny teardrop glistening on her cheek.
When will she remember where she’s 
concealed me? What box, what chest, 
what burial?

An Affliction That Transfixes 
the Body
Dale Champlin
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Almost Always After Midnight
Delia Tesileanu
i still don’t know what happened

“you have music in your smile”
sure. but did you know about yours?

when you look at me i want you to see yourself
not because we’re the same person
––lord, can you imagine––
but because who i am when 
                            i’m with you
is nothing but a mirror to your light
watch me be tender and feel your skin soften
the lines in your palm are changing 
for the unknown, and it tingles
                                              doesn’t it
and don’t you think it’s funny how 
my tiny hands can
hold your bearded face, spiced with figs and dragon’s blood
perfectly?

i don’t like to tell you about yourself
but did you know you have water in your voice
and 
ocean                          waves in your chest?
and the closer to your beard i get
even on a full moon
the noise inside me quiets down
and the silence is exquisite 
                                       

one more thing: do you find it ironic 
that we both have master numbers in our charts
but mine is yours in half ?
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Love’s Labour’s Lost, Or: Alice McDermott’s That Night, 
An Elucidation of How “Growing Up” Means Reconcil-
ing That Romeo & Juliet-Level Love Is Pure Myth
Genna Rivieccio

 The Romeo and Juliet narrative has been 
repurposed in many ways and many times since 
Shakespeare’s beloved play first hit the stage. For audiences, 
if  nothing else, love a good tale of  doomed love. All true 
love must surely be tragic if  it is to be deemed real and 
“great.” Something about the concept makes it almost too 
pure, too good for this world. Almost like the love that can 
perhaps only endure between parent and child. The love 
between a daughter and her father, as conveyed in Alice 
McDermott’s 1987 That Night (a book that varied greatly 
from other releases that year, including Martin Amis’ 
Einstein’s Monsters, Haruki Murakami’s Norwegian Wood and 
Stephen King’s Misery). This devoted and unwavering 
kind of  dynamic is framed against the lens of  Long Island 
teenager Sheryl’s first romance with a proverbial boy from 

the wrong side of  the tracks. 
 Narrated from the perspective of  Sheryl’s 
infatuated younger neighbor, who looks upon the unfolding 
of  events between these two star-crossed lovers (granted, 
they sound a bit trashier and less attractive than Romeo and 
Juliet) from afar, the small, sleepy suburban neighborhood 
of  the early 60s era is rocked to its core when the incident 
that encapsulates the “that night” referred to in the book’s 
title finds Rick bombarding Sheryl’s house with a group of  
his, let’s call them, “greaser” friends. He is determined to 
get her back, to get her to communicate with him again. 
Alas, he has no awareness that she’s already gone, sent 
to Ohio to have his baby and give it up for adoption in 
secret shame. As our ten-year-old narrator describes it, 
“He would make everything the same, push back time, 
wrestle whatever had changed to the floor. He didn’t care 

CRITICISM
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“...’real, Romeo and Juliet’ 
love (‘can’t live without each 
other love,’ as Carrie Brad-
shaw would vexingly call it) 
is unsustainable. Often, be-
cause one of the parties can-
not reciprocate the same lev-
el of ardor for more than six 
months to a year, at which 
point all those vows of ‘forev-
er’ start to feel rather confin-
ing.” 

if  it took a million friends, a hundred 
cars, chains the size of  boulders. 
He would make it go back to what 
it was. She had said it herself, she 
had promised him: nothing else 
would matter to them, friends, 
family, getting older, good luck or 

bad.” But Sheryl’s promises were 
not coming entirely from a place of  
selflessness. Because, to her, loving 
Rick “forever”—proving that love 
could last forever—was a way to 
replace the void left by her father’s 
premature death, yet another in a 
series of  instances that would shake 
their usually uneventful Long Island 

neighborhood. 
 As the principal drives 
Sheryl home the day her father has a 
heart attack, his primary consolation 
is, “Loss is what life’s all about.” Yet 
Sheryl refuses to believe this. She’s 
still, despite her adult airs, too young 

to understand. To let the credence 
of  that statement wash over her. At 
one point, she asks, “If  you knew 
everybody you loved was just going to 
end up disappearing, you’d probably 
say, ‘Why bother, right?’ You’d 
probably even stop liking people if  
you knew it wasn’t going to make 
any difference, they’re just going to 

eventually disappear. Right?” So it is 
that she must concoct the idea that 
there must be an afterlife, a place 
where she can be reunited with her 
father and anyone else she’s ever 
loved, perhaps including Rick if  he 
keeps playing it so fast and loose. 

Sheryl’s inability to fathom neither 
the loss of  someone she loved so 
dearly nor the notion that with this 
reality comes the fact that perhaps 
loving anyone is pointless altogether 
is further expressed when she 
bemoans, “I mean how logical is it 
for you to love somebody and then 
they just die, like you never existed? 
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How stupid would it be to keep loving 
someone who was dead if  you were 
never going to see them again—what 
do you love, then, air?”
 When it first came out, That 
Night was billed by The New York Times 
as “a kind of  elegy, both to childhood 
in suburbia and the childhood of  
suburbia.” About the end of  an age 
of  innocence briefly maintained by 
post-WWII sanitization in the U.S. 
About parents and their hopelessness 
against protecting their children 
from the same ills that they suffered, 
whether enveloped in a so-called 
protective suburban bubble or not. 
But more than that, it is a story about 
surrendering to the reality that “real, 
Romeo and Juliet” love (“can’t live 
without each other love,” as Carrie 
Bradshaw would vexingly call it) is 
unsustainable. Often, because one 
of  the parties cannot reciprocate the 
same level of  ardor for more than six 
months to a year, at which point all 
those vows of  “forever” start to feel 
rather confining. Rather like a death 
sentence as opposed to a lifelong 
romance. Reconciling this truth 
with oneself  is, arguably, the entire 
crux of  what it means to transcend 
into “adulthood,” leaving behind 
the foolish and fanciful notions of  
childhood and adolescence. In That 
Night, Sheryl is the one who seems 
least likely to let it go as a result of  
trying to cling to the memory of  her 
father, yet, in the end, she is the first 
to abandon Rick when a wrench is 
thrown into their once torrid romance. 
Something that was manageable in 
its primordial Capulet-Montague 
iteration, but then something that 
becomes untenable when the “little 
problem” of  teen pregnancy emerges. 
And, without a dad to provide the 
utmost of  disapproval à la “Papa 
Don’t Preach,” there seems to be an 
even larger pang of  bittersweetness 
to the revelation: no, love doesn’t 
last forever, not in its original, most 
passionate—therefore undiluted—

form. 
 And now that her father was 
dead (or, to boot, now that a brutal 
breakup had ensued), “wouldn’t 
her love stop or change, begin even 
now slowly to disappear, if  what the 
principal had told her was true?” She 
“closed her eyes, refusing to believe it. 
Because how could the daily wash and 
the grocery shopping and the test that 
was still unfinished back at school, 
Mrs. Eason and the principal and 
the toddler she sometimes minded all 
continue to matter when love could 
so quickly be made pointless? When 
love, always, finally, would have to be 
dismantled and unraveled, put away 
and forgotten because it couldn’t 
keep its own object from forever 
leaving the earth.” Our narrator’s 
own coming to terms with this 
apprehension is a result of  watching 
the recipient of  her admiration and 
fascination go through the innocence-
shattering moments that seek only to 
want to prove that a commitment 
to “clutching” to such youthful 
sentiments as “forever” and “madly 
in love” will only make it harder on 
one in the long run. 
 As the narrator finally 
concludes of  the events of  “that night” 
when Rick and his friends stormed 
Sheryl’s house in the former’s own 
attempt to turn back the hands of  
time to a point when she still wanted 
to keep her promise to him, “It is 
only after a certain age, twenty-five 
or so, when the distance between the 
child you were and the adult you have 
become has grown great enough to 
breed wistfulness, that lovers feel the 
need to bring one another home. Or 
perhaps it is only a dare. We have by 
that time become aware of  and even 
resigned to what part of  our parents 
we will never shake—the receding 
hairline, the petulance, the inability 
to say and sincerely mean, ‘It’s only 
money’—and maybe we bring home 
this stranger who has claimed love and 
fidelity simply as a test: love me, love 

my parents; love what I come from 
and what I will, with no more choice 
or solution, become.” Because, try 
as we might to shut the door on our 
past, to leave where we come from, 
it always and inevitably comes back 
to haunt us in some way. These roots 
that can no better be ripped out of  us 
than a heart out of  a chest. Apropos 
of  that image, the original cover of  the 
book—an illustration of  a suburban 
neighborhood inside of  a heart that’s 
been ripped in half--might come 
across as maudlin to those who don’t 
want to admit to themselves that it 
has always been as Ally Sheedy in The 
Breakfast Club said (“When you grow 
up, your heart dies”), but the fact of  
the matter is, there can be no better 
symbol to represent that everyone, 
sooner or later, must acknowledge 
that the naiveté of  adolescence with 
all of  its grand illusions about love 
that lasts forever—an understanding 
shrouded by the cloak of  youth and 
its ephemeral purity—is destined to 
be as corrupted as a once stainless 
suburban neighborhood. 
 Sheryl speaking of  her dad, 
sounds so certain, so utterly convinced 
that love simply must endure. It is a 
conviction that prompts the narrator 
to note, “...her strange assurance: 
It would not be forever. It wasn’t 
possible that people who loved each 
other could be apart forever.” Alas, as 
most of  us are fated to discover the 
hard way, this is very true indeed.  
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