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Witnesses

The ceiling is lit red and blue when Jacob wakes up. He crawls 
to the end of his bed, lifts the corner of the window curtain. A squad car 
is parked across the way, next to the convenience store at the crossroads. 
Jacob can see a huddle of men out front, beside the big white ice chest, and 
inside the store, a beam of light flashing across the coolers. Then a German 
shepherd slinks out, pulling its handler. The dog casts about for a scent; 
the officer jerks on its choke chain. Jacob sees the dog raise its nose as it 
turns in small circles. It sniffs the still air, then points its muzzle toward the 
trailer. The officer lifts his flashlight, and Jacob ducks, quickly. 
 “Go back to sleep,” his mother murmurs. The corner of her eye mask 
has shifted to one side.
 “I was thirsty,” he says. “I just wanted a drink, is all.”
 “Sure,” she says. “Sleep.”
 “There’s cops out there.”
 “That’s good. Shhh.”
 “Fine,” he says. “Goodnight.” 
 She doesn’t respond, and he knows that she has already fallen asleep. 
 Jacob tiptoes past the foot of his mother’s bed and pushes open 
the bedroom door. It is darker in the kitchen, the digital displays of 
the microwave and coffeemaker like signposts. And also like decoys. 
He waits for his pupils to dilate, then moves around the breakfast bar, 
low and quick. He crouches beside the front door. Whoever brought 
the police to the store is probably somewhere outside—maybe close by. 
In the crawl space beneath their trailer. In the middle of the fat lilac 
bush. His hand rests on the deadbolt. If something were to happen—to 
him—he would have time to make some sort of noise. Police. A dog. He 
is sure of it. He turns the bolt, drags the door open just slightly. He can’t 
see the men from here or even make out the road very clearly. But if he 
opens the screen door, someone might hear—if not his mother, then 
one of the criminals. If he sneaks outside, he will surely get caught. He 
presses slowly on the door handle. 
 “All right,” one of the men calls. “We’ll let you know.” An engine turns 
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over; the police siren bleats briefly. Jacob touches his foot to the stabbing 
green blades of the doormat.
 “Jacob,” says his mother. She is behind him, with her eye mask pushed 
all the way back. “I don’t think so.”
 “I thought I heard something,” he says. “I was just checking.”
 “That’s fine,” she says. “But leave it to me. I want you back in bed by the 
time I count to ten. One…”
 “Mom,” he says. “I’ll go back to bed.”
 “Then go,” she says. “Two…”
 “I’m getting some water first. Is it okay if I get some water?”
 “Show me how fast you can pour water. I’m at five.”
 “Forget it,” he says. She waits for him to pass her. On opposite sides of 
the Chinese screen, they climb back into their beds. 
 “Goodnight, Jake,” says his mother. Soon she’s breathing evenly.
 But Jacob knows he’s done for the night. He lies on his back and stares 
at the blank ceiling. The colored lights are gone now, but he is still jittery. 
He is a bad sleeper, jittery often; most nights he is still awake at midnight 
when the convenience store closes and the bedroom darkens fully. His 
mother sleeps soundly while he lies on his back and listens to the trees out 
behind the trailer—their noises faint but heart-stopping even from this, 
the front bedroom. A broken stick, a crying bird. The trees end at the river, 
and beyond the river stretches unbroken state land. He thinks of predatory 
animals moving low to the ground. He thinks of pale deer at the edge of 
their lawn, and behind the deer, driving them forward, the kind of men 
who live in the woods. Survivalists. He has read My Side of the Mountain; 
he has seen segments on the news about an Indian woman who lives year-
round at the State Park. People can still live on nuts and berries. His father 
could start a fire with two sticks and set a snare. His father could live off the 
land, if he had to. If it came to that.
 It is five the last time he remembers checking his luminescent watch, 
and then it is six, and his mother’s alarm wakes him up again.
 
This is the first summer Jacob has been allowed to stay by 
himself. His mother gets back from work in the late afternoon; the boys 
who live up the road race four-wheelers all day. He used to be friends with 
them in the summer, no matter what happened at school. But they’re older, 
and rougher, and it is as though they have forgotten his name. So Jacob 
reads a lot of books. He watches a lot of TV. And he goes to the convenience 
store every day, whether or not he needs anything. 
 He sees no sign of the break-in when he enters that afternoon. Walt—
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the owner—stands behind the counter with the sports page spread in front 
of him. Older than Jacob’s mother, he’s a bearish man with a bald spot who 
smokes in the store. 
 He stubs out a cigarette when he sees Jacob. “Destry rides again!”
 “I guess.” Jacob skirts the potato-chip rack and heads to the grocery 
coolers. They’re always the same—loudly humming and poorly stocked—
but he takes his time anyway. 
 When he brings his drink to the register there is another person in 
line, a girl a few inches taller than he is. She’s redeeming a trash bag full of 
pop cans.
 “Those better not be all full of butts and sand,” Walt says.
 “I don’t know.” She rests one foot on the newspaper rack below the 
counter. She has a black toenail, about to fall off.
 “Where’d you pick them up? I don’t want some sandy cans dug out of 
the garbage.”
 “What’s it matter? You have to give me the money. That’s the law.”
 Walt shakes his head. “Did you pay for all of these? Because otherwise, 
that’s fraudulent redemption.” 
 The girl glances back at Jacob. “Come on,” she whispers. 
 “This one time.” Walt begins counting the empties through the plastic 
bag. “Four dollars and thirty cents.” He slides the money across the counter. 
“And that’s it. You start buying stuff in here, I’ll take your cans. Otherwise, 
don’t let me see you back.”
 The girl grabs the bills, scattering the coins to the tile floor. By the time 
Jacob has picked them up, she is gone. 
 “Don’t ever let me see you doing that,” Walt tells him. “Did you see 
what that looked like? A bum.”
 Jacob nods. The window behind the register, he notices, is cracked in 
a sunburst pattern. Beneath it stretch long shelves of liquor.
 “I saw the police last night,” Jacob says.
 “Well, maybe this time they’ll catch them,” says Walt. “But I’m not 
holding my breath.” He rings up Jacob’s strawberry milk. “You have a good 
one, kid.”
 When Jacob steps outside, into the hot, bright sunlight, the girl is still 
in the parking lot, leaning on the hood of Walt’s car. She smiles when she 
sees him.
 “Hey,” she says. “You’re Jacob, right?” Face to face, he recognizes her, 
too, as the younger sister of his former babysitter. 
 He nods. Like Cheryl, his babysitter, the girl has long sandy hair and a 
thin, pale face. She is older than he is by several years.
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 “Are you going home?” 
 He shakes his milk. “I guess.”
 She nods her head. “I’m Shauna. Can you have people over?”
 “Not usually.”
 “You live right there, right? I live over there.” She points down the 
south arm of the T intersection. A cluster of houses is just visible, past the 
mechanic’s shop and behind the Assembly of Christ church; he knows that 
her family lives in one of these. “You know Cheryl, right? So is it all right if 
I come over?”
 “Why?” 
 She squints at him. “You have TV, don’t you?”
 “Yeah, but not cable.”
 “Well, that’s good enough.”
 “What’s wrong with your TV?” 
 “We can’t have one anymore,” she says. “You know.” She gestures 
again, down the road, at the white clapboard church. Then he does 
know—or remember, really: that spring, their pastor had ordered 
them all to get rid of their TVs and radios—there’d been piles out 
with the trash. He’ll tell them to stop reading next, Jacob’s mother had 
said. The man is crazy. Jacob’s father had belonged to the Assembly of 
Christ. 
 “So can I?”
 Jacob considers the long hours ahead of him, the tedium. What his 
mother might say. But Shauna is only one person; what could be the harm? 
“I guess.” 
 “Thank God.” She follows him across the road and he opens the front 
door with his latchkey. The living room, wood-paneled, seems especially 
dark after the sunlight, but he is glad he keeps things neat. 
 Shauna kicks off her flip-flops next to the door. “Who lives here?” 
 “Me and my mom. We used to have a renter but she moved out.”
 “God, I am so glad to see this.” She drops onto the middle cushion of 
the couch and picks up the remote. “You have no idea.”
 Jacob watches as she flips through the channels. She finds her soap 
opera and settles back. It’s nothing he wants to watch: pointless conversation 
against fake-looking backdrops. But he doesn’t complain. When it’s over 
she sighs and turns to him. 
 “You’re so lucky,” she says. “Is it okay if I come over every day?”
 “I don’t know,” he says. “I mean, I’ll have to ask.”
 She rolls her eyes. “Just as long as your mom doesn’t call my mom or 
anything, okay? Because this is exactly what I’m not supposed to be doing 
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right now. God, it’s the worst.” She picks at her dead toenail. “Where is your 
mom, anyway?”
 “At work.” 
 “Well, yeah. But where is what I mean.”
 “She works in town.” 
 “Doing what?” 
 “She works for a hotline. For women.” He can feel himself flushing. 
 Shauna’s eyes widen. “Like phone sex?”
 He shakes his head. “No. Like if women are in trouble, with their 
boyfriends or whatever…you know.”
 She is staring at him. “You mean abortions?” 
 His heart beats—fast. “It’s not just that,” he says. “It’s for people who 
are in trouble.”
 She sits up a little bit. “God.”
 “You can’t tell your parents,” he says. “Seriously.”
 “Okay.” But she is looking around as though the room has changed 
all of a sudden. 
 “How come you can’t have TV?” Jacob asks loudly. His is not the only 
strange family; he wants her to see this.
 She shakes herself a little. “How come? I don’t know. Because we’re too 
worldly. That’s what pastor said. I don’t know.”
 “That’s stupid,” he says. “What do you do instead?”
 “Nothing. Read religious stuff. I don’t know. Nothing. I’m about sick 
of it, believe me. And next year I’m supposed to get homeschooled. Pastor 
says it’s a blessing the buses got cut.” She pokes at the toenail again. “What 
about you?” she asks. “What are you doing next year?”
 “I’m going into town. Since my mom drives in anyway.” 
 “That’s cool,” she says. “My dad says they don’t have time to drive me 
even over to Regional. But maybe I could get a ride with you?”
 He shrugs. “My mom’s driving me to the junior high. So I don’t know.”
 “That’s cool,” she says. “I’m in ninth next year.”
 “You’re in ninth?” He had thought tenth, at least.
 “What? Like you’re so smart.” 
 “I get A’s.” 
 “In elementary school. You think that means something? That doesn’t 
mean anything.”
 “No,” he says. “In seventh grade. I made the honor roll.” He shrugs. 
“I’ll ask my mom about it.”
 “Fine,” she says. “It’s only until I get my license, anyway. I mean, even 
if I have to stay home, it’s only a year or something, right?” She tugs at the 
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ends of her hair. “I’m not even sure my dad would let me ride with you. 
With your mom and all. I mean, no offense.”
 They sit on the couch in silence. Another soap opera has started, worse 
than the first one. Shauna flips the channels. 
 “Anyway,” she says. “I’ll see you tomorrow. All right?”

When she is gone he cleans up after her, draining their pop cans 
in the sink: two instead of one. His mother might wonder about that. 
If Shauna comes again, he won’t have one. He arranges the pillows and 
afghan on the couch like usual and turns the channel back to the one he 
likes, a food channel that sometimes comes in cleanly if he’s careful with 
the antennae. He has only read twenty pages; if his mother asks, he’ll claim 
a headache. He will not, he realizes, tell her that anyone has been here. At 
best, she would ask questions; at worst, she would say it had to stop. 
 In the evenings, he and his mother eat dinner, watch reality shows, 
page restlessly through their books. Jacob can never mark the exact 
moment he begins worrying that he won’t sleep, but always, by the time he 
goes to bed, he’s been thinking about it for a while. Once in the middle of 
a very bad stretch, his mother had given him one of her pills, but though 
they’d cut it in half, it had still seemed like too much to him: the feeling 
of something alien pulling him away into unconsciousness. Every time it 
started to work, he had jerked, like he was falling in a dream, until finally 
he lay in bed in a sweat. They’d tried other things, too: warm milk—useless, 
viscous; nighttime cough syrups that made him hear things—as though 
people were talking in the next room. So now he lies awake and waits, 
or sends his mind out searching. For the best friend who moved away in 
second grade. For the time they went to Chicago for Thanksgiving. And, 
inevitably, for his father. 
 There’s only so much Jacob can remember. Once, he held his father’s 
hand, walking across a hospital parking lot. His grandmother had been there, 
too. Jacob had been terrified of the wide sewer grates in the lot—the adults 
had swung him across. Did they go inside the hospital that day? He can’t 
remember who they were visiting; he can only remember his grandmother’s 
face from pictures. But he can see his father, on that day, just as he can see 
him coming home at night—a dark-haired man in a mechanic’s jumpsuit. 
On Sundays his father would give Jacob quarters for the collection plate; he 
would sing the church songs all from memory. And Jacob can remember, 
once, going with his father to watch a fire. The bar that burned that day has 
been rebuilt since. It’s a few miles away, near the highway, and Jacob knows 
now that women dance there topless. Then, he hadn’t known much. The day 
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the bar burned, Jacob had stood in the parking lot with his father, watching 
the fire department trying to control the flames. They were only volunteer 
firemen, with a small yellow truck instead of the long red engine that, as a 
little boy, he’d so loved. He had seen as well as anyone that they would not 
save the building. The pastor had been in the parking lot, too, on that day; 
he’d clapped Jacob’s father on the back, and they had both repeated, God’s 
will be done. Nobody had tried to get Jacob to say this; he’d said it of his own 
volition, to his mother, when they got home. They’d walked in smelling like 
smoke, and he’d said to her, The bar burned down, God’s will be done. He 
could remember the look on her face, like the time he’d dislocated his arm. 
That’s all Jacob can remember from that day.
 When Jacob can’t sleep, he pictures his father, living in the woods or 
in vacant buildings. His father might be in a homeless shelter somewhere, 
or in a state home. Jacob never imagines that his father has gone on to 
better things. When he tries to invent such a story, it falls apart quickly. His 
father can’t be working under his own name, or the government would 
catch him for desertion, for child support. It seems unlikely that he could 
have invented a functional new identity. The only better place he might be 
is Heaven, and Jacob does pray for this, and he tries hard to mean it.

In the morning the police are there again, standing beneath 
Walt’s cracked window—two men writing on notepads. Jacob could give 
them names; anyone nearby could name the five people most likely to 
have done it. But of course that’s not enough, that’s only hearsay. For the 
moment there’s a ring of safety extending from the cops around the store—
and almost to Jacob. When they leave, it will be gone. The police station is 
fifteen miles away. The fire station is farther. 
 Shauna comes just before her show begins. Jacob tries to read through 
it, but it’s hard to concentrate with the volume up louder than usual and 
her beside him, winding her long hair again and again around her finger. 
It doesn’t smell fruity, like most girls’ hair, but minty instead. Her legs, 
propped on the coffee table, are pale and stubbled. 
 “That’s John,” she says. She thinks he is watching the show. “That 
same actor used to play Roman, but then the old Roman came back, and 
it turned out that John was some other guy that had been brainwashed 
into impersonating Roman. And that’s Marlena.” Marlena’s face is still 
and sorrowing; John’s is lifeless against white pillows. They hold this 
pose until a commercial starts. “For a while it seemed like she was a 
serial killer, but actually this evil wizard had just imprisoned everybody 
on a desert island.”
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 “Sure.” Jacob holds up the book he’s been reading: Robinson Crusoe. 
On the cover, Crusoe points sternly at a tropical bird. 
 “I’ve heard of this.” She takes it from him, turning it in her hands. 
“‘Young Reader’s Christian Library.’” This is the name of the publisher. 
 He shrugs. “It’s the only copy they had at the library.”
 “Do you like this kind of stuff?” She looks at him. “I mean, no offense, 
but you’re not a Christian, right?”
 His face is burning. “Why not?” 
 “I don’t know—do you even believe in God?”
 He believes that something is watching him all the time, something 
that he can neither appease nor evade. “Do you?”
 “Of course.” She sighs. “I mean, I know that God has a plan for us 
and everything. But sometimes—I mean, what’s the difference between 
reading this and watching TV?”
 “Nothing?” Jacob thinks of his father; he takes a deep breath. “Did you 
ever think—maybe you’re the one being brainwashed?”
 She laughs. “Like TV’s really that bad. As long as you’ve got good 
values, who cares?”
 Jacob shrugs: she has missed his point entirely. “Maybe you should ask 
your pastor.” 
 “It just gets frustrating sometimes.” She tosses the book into his lap. 
“But for real, you should come with me next Sunday. I mean, if you want.” 
She turns the volume back up. “Pastor welcomes new people.”
 Jacob finds his place in Robinson Crusoe. He wouldn’t go to their 
church if it were the last place on earth. 

The days and nights move on and on, until Jacob’s routine has 
expanded to include soap operas. Then comes a day of the sort he dreads: 
the sky close, the air hot and vacuum-tight. Tornado weather. It might 
have been centuries since one touched down in their town—it certainly 
hasn’t happened in his memory, or his mother’s. But he has seen the kind of 
homes most often featured in television news stories. If a tornado comes, it 
is coming for their trailer. And what would he do? He watches the warnings 
scroll across the bottom of the TV screen for counties south of theirs. The 
blocked-off counties turn from green to red on the weatherman’s map. 
Finally Jacob steps outside, into the heavy air. At the crossroads, just a 
couple hundred yards away, he will be able to see far in every direction. He 
lowers his head, begins to run, and when he gets there, he stops only briefly, 
seeing nothing, before wheeling and sprinting back. There is no one around 
to jeer at him for running badly. Nobody is racing four-wheelers. The birds 
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are quiet. The sky is yellowish, greenish, and he is sweating heavily. He 
stumbles up the three steps to the door.
 “Boo!” someone cries—from inside the trailer. Jacob yells, jumping 
back into the porch railing. Someone inside—he didn’t lock up! He didn’t 
lock the door behind him, when the store has just been burgled, and down 
the road, people come and go all night from the old farmhouses. It is not 
safe, not safe, not safe—
 “Jacob,” says the intruder. “I got you, didn’t I?” A face comes into view 
on the other side of the dark screen: Shauna. She opens the door to him. 
“Were you scared?”
 “You shouldn’t just barge into people’s houses,” he says. “It’s against 
the law to trespass. And it’s bad manners.”
 She sighs. “But it’s time for Days.”
 He pushes past her. His chest is tight; he leans on the breakfast bar 
for a moment before getting her a Coke.
 They settle into the couch. Jacob decides to watch the show, to distract 
himself from the warnings. An hourglass fills the television screen. He rests 
his head on a throw pillow, curls his legs on the couch cushion. It seems as 
though he has heard these vague conversations before. The characters wear 
party clothes in the daytime; they repeat themselves mindlessly: Salem, 
Stefano, helicopters…for once, he can’t stay awake. 
 “Jacob.” He opens his eyes when Shauna begins shaking him. The 
theme song of the next soap opera is playing. 
 “Jacob, I’m just going to go, all right? I’ll see you, okay?”
 But the map in the corner of the television screen has turned wholly 
red. 
 “Can I come to your house?” he says. “Please.”
 She shakes her head. “My mom has daycare. I can’t have people over.”
 “But the tornado,” he says. 
 She looks at the TV screen, then back at him. “Are you scared of that? 
My Gran was in a tornado once, in Florida. It hit everybody else’s trailer 
but hers.” She bites her lip. “Oh, fine—come on.”
 Jacob gets his emergency backpack from beneath his bed and locks the 
door behind them. They hurry through the crossroads, to the Assembly of 
Christ and just beyond. 
 Shauna stops him at the foot of her driveway. The yard is enclosed 
in chain-link and scattered with squat plastic toys. The house is a small 
white ranch. 
 “My mom might be kind of pissed about this,” she says. “So don’t take 
it personal, okay?” 



10  u  Crab Orchard Review

Stephanie Carpenter

 He nods. His mother would be pissed, too—at him for going inside 
such a place. They are cultish, she says. They have a mob mentality.
 He follows Shauna to the door, on the other side of which several 
Yorkies are barking deliriously. “Shauna!” yells a far-off voice, as soon as 
the door opens. “Shauna, that had better be you!” 
 “Come on.” She leads him through the living room, where the 
furniture is still arranged around the missing television. A set of steep stairs 
lead down from the kitchen. At the bottom is an open room, evidently 
the daycare. Cheryl, his old babysitter, sits folded into a child-sized plastic 
chair, while a handful of little kids play with large blocks on the tile floor 
around her. Sliding glass doors give way to the backyard. The basement is 
barely below ground at all.
 “What’s he doing here?” Cheryl doesn’t smile at Jacob or stand.
 “I’m witnessing to him.” Shauna glances quickly at Jacob and he 
shrugs.
 Cheryl looks at Jacob, and it isn’t that she’s forgotten him. They had 
gone on nature walks together, the summer that he was eleven. They had 
pressed flowers in old books and killed beetles with nail polish remover 
for his collection. But her expression says something different. “I’m telling 
Mom you been gone again.”
 “Oh, what’s the difference?” Shauna says. “She’ll be mad at me 
anyways.” She takes Jacob’s hand in both of hers; her palms are dry 
and smooth. “Have you accepted Jesus as your personal savior?” She 
makes her voice sweet and earnest. “Why don’t you come with me and 
I’ll tell you all about Him.” Jacob can feel heat moving up his body; she 
does not release his hands.
 “Shauna—” Cheryl begins.
 “We’ll be in the boys’ room.” Shauna pulls Jacob after her through 
the mess of toys and toddling kids. At the far end of the basement is a 
pressboard door. She throws it open so that it reaches the full width of its 
hinges and bounces back at them.
 The bedroom on the other side is cool and dim, with just a small 
window set high on the back wall. A young man with a closely-trimmed 
beard sits on the edge of a twin bed. He wears a large cross on a leather cord 
about his neck; he holds a guitar upside down. Despite the noise of their 
entry, he does not seem startled. He looks up at them and smiles.
 “What are you doing home?” Shauna says. “Travis, what are you doing 
here?”
 The young man plays a series of chords. In contrast to Shauna, he 
seems very, very calm. “And who is this?” he says, looking up at Jacob. 
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 “Jacob, my brother Travis; Travis, Jacob. Aren’t you supposed to be at 
work, Travis?” 
 Travis closes his eyes and begins to sing. “We waste those hours we 
don’t praise you / we waste those days when we don’t pray / If we sing your 
glory, might we raise you? / Oh Lord, speed me to that da-ay.” He blinks. 
“I’ve been working on that one since dawn.” 
 “That’s great,” Shauna says flatly. She drops to her knees and 
rummages beneath the second twin bed. “Do you like Sorry?” she asks 
Jacob. “We had to get rid of everything else.”
 “It’s like God sent me this song to share with you,” Travis says. 
 “I’m blue,” Shauna tells Jacob. She shuffles the playing cards roughly. 
“Why aren’t you at work, Travis?” 
 “I’ve been full of it all day,” Travis says. “God’s glory, you know? Jacob, 
I’m sure you know: I have loved Jacob—that’s Genesis, man. You’re the 
beloved, you know?”
 “Travis,” says Shauna. “Do you want to play or what?”
 He laughs, and starts playing blues scales on the guitar. He uses the 
fingers of his right hand on the fretboard, those of his left hand to pluck 
the strings.
 Jacob can’t stop watching Travis play: his baffling, backwards 
movements. “Why do you hold it wrong?” 
 Travis chuckles. “Well, I busted up my hand pretty good when I 
was your age, Jacob, and after it healed, I couldn’t play anymore. So I 
learned to play left-handed instead. Good as ever.” He smiles, and there 
is something familiar about him, to Jacob—the shininess of the smile, 
the unyielding directness of his gaze.
 “How’d you break your hand?” he asks, though he knows it’s a prying 
question.
 “I punched a brick wall,” says Travis. “I was full of hate back then, 
you know? And when I’d get angry, Jacob, all I wanted to do was use 
my fists. But then God blessed me with that accident, and afterward, He 
showed me how to use my hands in prayer instead. And in glorifying 
Him through music.” Travis smiles and strums the guitar. “Yes, I was 
born at the age of thirteen, my friend.”
 Shauna draws a card and moves her pawn. “It’s your turn,” she says. 
“Travis, I think you’re late for work.”
 He laughs. “I’m doing other work today, my sister.”
 Jacob moves his pawn. Through the small window, the sky still 
looks green. He wonders how long he’ll have to wait here. He wonders 
whether they’d let him call his mom.
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 “‘Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated,’” says Travis. “Jacob, man, 
you’ve got to get with it.”
 “Travis, shut up,” says Shauna. 
 He starts strumming again. 
 “Could we turn on the radio?” asks Jacob. “To hear about the 
tornado?”
 “No,” says Shauna. “No radio, no TV, no decent music.”
 “Jacob,” says Travis, “why haven’t we seen you at Youth Ministry?”
 “Tell him why you’re not there anymore, Travis,” says Shauna. “Why 
don’t you tell him about that?”
 “How are we going to know if it’s coming?” asks Jacob. “How do you 
guys know what’s going on?”
 Travis begins laughing, lying back on the bed with the guitar across 
his chest. “We know, we know,” he says. “Trust Him to give you peace in 
your storm.”
 “He wouldn’t leave this girl alone,” Shauna says. “He wouldn’t stop 
calling a fifteen-year-old girl. How old does he look to you, Jacob?”
 “I should go,” says Jacob. It’s 3:30 by the clock on the nightstand. “I 
should get home before my mom does. Or she’ll worry.”
 “What about the tornado?” Shauna is staring at him. “I thought you 
were so scared.”
 “It’ll be fine.” But that patch of sky still looks fearsome.
 “I’m so sure you’ll be fine in your trailer,” she says. “Well, good luck.” 
She sweeps the Sorry cards and pawns back into the box.
 “Where do you live, little brother? I’ll drive you home.” Travis sits 
up and smiles again at Jacob. Nothing Shauna has said seems to have 
affected him in the least.
 “He lives by that convenience store you’ve been praying on,” says 
Shauna.
 “Not in David Trenor’s old place?” Travis frowns. 
 “That’s his dad, you retard,” says Shauna. 
 “Your father was a holy man, Jacob.” Travis shakes his head. “He’s in 
my prayers still. And you are, too, even though I didn’t know who you 
were. Let them know You, Lord, that’s what I’ve prayed.”
 “You know you can’t go anywhere with the car while all those babies 
are here,” Shauna says. “You know that, right, Travis? Cause something 
could happen at any moment.”
 “What are you praying about the store?” Jacob thinks of the liquor, the 
cigarettes. 
 “The usual,” Shauna says. “God’s judgment.”
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 Travis is still watching Jacob. “Do you know Him?” 
 Jacob shrugs. 
 “Jacob, do you know the Good News?” Travis asks, more insistently. 
He leans forward. 
 “People who don’t go to your church can still read the Bible,” says 
Jacob. 
 “If you’re going, why don’t you go?” Shauna says.
 “Tell me about the Bible, Jacob,” says Travis. “Faith comes by hearing, 
and hearing by the word of God.”
 “I like the Revelation,” says Jacob. “I like the part about the exodus 
from Egypt. Exodus, I guess that is.” 
 “There we go.” Travis leans back. “There we go.” He plays a chord on 
his guitar. “‘No man shall see Me and live.’”
 “What the hell, Travis,” says Shauna. 
 “Shauna!” yells a woman. “Shauna, get up here right now!” 
 “No need to leave, Jake,” says Travis. “Let’s talk.”
 “Come on.” Shauna pulls Jacob to his feet. She is stronger than he 
is, he can feel it in her hands. Their fronts brush together briefly and she 
rolls her eyes.
 Once they’re in the empty daycare, she pushes him toward the glass 
doors. “Just go home,” she says. The Yorkies bark around their ankles, 
darting in and out of the house. “Just—I’ll see you later, okay?” And she 
slams the door, twists the lock. 
 Jacob runs through the choking air and because the sky is still green, 
and their house still a trailer, he waits with Walt in the store until he sees 
his mother’s car pull into the drive. 

The next day is Saturday—no soap operas—and he knows that 
Shauna will not come. Nor is she likely to come on Sunday, when, he 
remembers dimly, there are several long sermons in the clapboard church, 
with Sunday school in between. He was six the last time he sat through 
it, but he hasn’t quite forgotten the misery of a full day spent in the hot 
church, or of his father’s hand, sharp on his knee, if he gave way to the 
urge to kick the Bible rack or draw on a collection envelope. Now, he and 
his mother sometimes go to a Lutheran church in town, where the service 
lasts exactly an hour. He might get confirmed there, if they’re willing to 
baptize him first. 
 Jacob’s mother takes him swimming on Saturday at Torch Lake, to 
the narrow public beach in the midst of the resorts. It’s one of the ten most 
beautiful lakes in the world, according to National Geographic, and deep 
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like Loch Ness or Lake Champlain. They don’t have a monster, though—
the water is clear all the way to the bottom—but in the middle of the lake, 
in its cold, cold depths, is a pleasure party that went through the ice, back 
in the days of horses and carriages. Frozen as if they’d died on the Russian 
steppe, in their queer old clothes, with their hair lifted up by the water. 
Jacob has never been boating on this lake, has never looked down. To think 
about it from shore is more than enough. 
 Jacob and his mother get ice cream cones after they’ve swum; they 
stop at the library so he can stock up for the week. Later, back home, his 
mother stands at the kitchen sink, snapping beans for dinner, and he sits at 
the breakfast bar, leafing through his books. 
 “Jacob,” she says. “What if we spent some time tomorrow fixing up 
the other room for you?”
 He stops twisting on his barstool. “What about getting another 
renter?” 
 “Harriet isn’t coming back,” says his mother. “I’d let somebody else 
come here if they needed to, but I’d prefer—and I’m sure you would, too—
to have a little more room.” 
 “But we need the money, right? Maybe we should put an ad in the 
paper or something. Or I could make signs and hang them up.”
 “Jacob, don’t worry about it. I’m saying it’s fine. And my guess is 
you’ll sleep better by yourself—don’t you think?”
 He thinks of the woods, of the drug houses, of the Assembly of Christ 
praying against the convenience store. Of what she earns every week, 
divided by the two of them and multiplied by everything they need or will 
need. She can sleep through all of that, and more. 
 “You’ll love it, I promise,” she says. “We’ll get started tomorrow. Read 
to me a little, would you, while I’m doing this?” 
 He opens the topmost book, The Light in the Forest: “‘The boy was 
about fifteen years old,’” he reads. “‘He tried to stand very straight and tall 
when he heard the news, but inside of him everything had gone black.’” 
 His mother raises her eyebrows but continues snapping beans.

Monday Shauna does not come, and Jacob falls back into his 
routine, visiting the store, reading and rereading his books. He plays 
solitaire with cards that have begun to soften around the edges; he weeds 
their small garden several times a day. If he were braver he might hike back 
on the state land, looking for blackberries, or bugs. But even on Tuesday 
he can’t force himself to go beyond viewing distance of the trailer. He 
is encircled by noises whenever he enters the woods, and every flash of 
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color in the trees is one of the rough teenagers from down the street, or a 
survivalist, stalking him. Wednesday passes; there is a month and a half 
left of vacation. He lies awake at night and sits, stunned, during the days.
 But on Thursday, Shauna is back. Jacob is watching a cooking show 
when he hears her running her nails softly over the screen. 
 “I had to help out at the daycare,” she tells him. “Cheryl raised hell. 
She’s supposed to be studying for her GED’s and instead Mom’s had her 
taking care of babies. I can just see what next year’s going to be like for 
me.” She flops onto the couch. “Hey—did your mom say whether she could 
drive me in to school?”
 He feels his face redden. “Not yet,” he says.
 She watches him. “She doesn’t know if she can yet, or you didn’t 
ask her?”
 “There’s a lot of paperwork,” he says. “It’s not like you can just show up 
in another school district and nobody cares.”
 “But what did she say?” asks Shauna. “Whatever—you didn’t ask. 
Maybe I should call her at that hotline and ask myself?”
 “You don’t even know her name,” he says. 
 “Yeah? Her name’s Janet Trenor. Her Redbooks are all over the place, 
in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 “She doesn’t use her real name on the phone.”
 “Maybe not, but I bet I could convince them to let me talk to her. If I 
told them how her dear son had broken his arm and was on his way to the 
emergency room.”
 “Just don’t, okay? I’ll ask her later.”
 “Fine.” She sits back on the couch, poking at her toe. Her black nail 
has, he sees, finally fallen off. Where a nail should be her toe is shiny and 
dark pink. It makes his skin crawl to look at it. “You know, pastor prayed 
for your dad at meeting last night.” 
 For a second he has to close his eyes: inside of him everything had 
gone black. 
 “I don’t understand how come everybody carries on about him.” She 
looks at Jacob. “I mean, it was a long time ago.” 
 Jacob nods, slowly. “I was six.”
 “And it’s not like he’s not the only man in this shit town that’s run off 
on his wife.”
 He stares at the TV, at a knife, chopping a tomato. “No,” he says. 
 “Then why not let it drop? I mean, what’s the big deal?”
 “You should ask your pastor.” He can hear the meanness in his voice. 
“See what he says.”
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 “Come on—just tell me.” She bounces a little on the couch cushion.
 “It was all his fault.” He finds that he can’t say any more. 
 “I’m so sure,” Shauna says. But she looks confused. 
 Jacob closes his eyes. “My dad was sick—I don’t remember, but he was. 
He was on medicine. But your pastor told him not to take it—because of 
God. So my dad stopped. And then I don’t really know. Then he left.”
 “We go to the doctor,” Shauna says. “We’re not freaks.”
 Jacob turns the channel to the familiar daytime commercials that 
flank her show. He throws the remote on the coffee table. “Not that kind of 
doctor.” He sighs. “A psychiatrist.”
 “Oh.” She watches the TV screen. “Well. So what, then—he was 
crazy?”
 “No,” says Jacob. “He had an illness. Or has one.” 
 “But, then—are you okay? I mean, how does it work with that kind 
of thing?” She shakes her head. “I’ve never known anyone who—had 
that kind of illness.”
 He shrugs. “It’s not like you can always tell.”
 Shauna bites her lip. She lays her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
 He shrugs again. “It’s better than you thinking he just ran away from 
us.” Though sometimes, truthfully, this is what Jacob would prefer to think. 
That his father is not starving, or lost, or dead—but that he ran away from 
this life: the pastor, the wife, the kid, the expenses. That he made a choice. 
“Here,” Jacob says. “I’ll get his picture.”
 He goes to his bedroom—his new bedroom, at the back of the trailer, 
ablaze with sunlight at this time of day—and pulls his emergency backpack 
from under his bed. There are fruit roll-ups and iodine tablets, fishing line, 
gauze, and in a thick envelope, a copy of their last church portrait. He 
carries it in to her. It has been a long time since he’s looked at it.
 Shauna draws the portrait from the envelope. In front of a blue-gray 
screen, Jacob’s family poses in nice outfits: his mother younger and prettier, 
Jacob with a bowl cut, and his father, leaning forward slightly, thin, dark, 
the apex of their small triangle. What might he have been thinking in this 
moment, under the photographer’s lights, with the two of them sitting 
there in front of him? A month later he was gone, and the two halves of 
his father’s face look to Jacob now like a creation in a little kid’s flip book, 
where Groucho glasses might be paired with a Cheshire grin. The mouth is 
smiling, but that smile seems as though it could turn at any minute, into a 
new expression, to match the staring, strange eyes.
 “We get this same backdrop,” Shauna says. “Every time.” She holds the 
photo carefully by its edges. “You were cute.”
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 “Yeah, well.” He rubs his eyes. 
 “My brother wanted me to say that you were welcome to come by 
and see him whenever.”
 Jacob looks at his father, at his own younger self. He does not want 
to see Travis again. 
 “I’ll pray for him,” she says. “Your dad. If that’s okay.” 
 He slips the photograph back between sheets of tissue paper, back 
into its heavy envelope. How could a prayer be anything but good? 
“Thanks,” he says. Then he notices the hourglass on the television 
screen. “Oh—hey, it’s time.” 
 He turns up the volume, and already the storylines are becoming 
clearer to him: a bunch of people, in a made-up place, whose lives 
seem not to change from day to day. Theirs is a world where, as she has 
explained to him, someone might disappear for months or years, given 
up for dead, and then force his way back into the reformed universe. It 
is a world that seems just barely possible. He is glad that she has come 
to make him see it.
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Rubberneckers 

The flares are too beautiful to ignore. Even with the car 
windows closed, I hear them hiss, spitting out pink sparks bright enough 
to blind. They light up the striated rock held back by chicken wire—a 
road chiseled out of a mountain. I slam on the brakes instinctively, 
and my brother Jamie, resting his head against the window, mumbles, 
half-awake, “Are we stopping?” 
 “Yeah,” I say. “Accident.” 
 Jamie shoots forward; his seatbelt lock clicks and holds him in 
place. “Accident? Mom?” He looks out the windshield before saying, 
disappointed, “Oh. We’re still on the road.” The line of red brakes 
arcing along this dark, serpentine stretch of Colorado highway is like 
a river of fire. His head flops back onto the rest. He closes his eyes and 
pretends to sleep so that he won’t have to talk to me. 

Dad called this morning to say that Mom was back in the 
hospital. He’d delivered the same news before, but always with a small 
sigh of relief: It’s okay. My father is not prone to panic; even during 
bankruptcy proceedings, he remained nonplussed. He’d say: It’s okay, 
it’s okay, his personal mantra. Jamie also had this habit of saying “okay” 
when he meant It’s not the worst thing that could have happened. 
 But this morning, my father said: I think this is really it. 
 Are you sure? I asked. 
 I think so, he said. I couldn’t tell if he was calm or simply 
exhausted.
 It was a bad time of the month—the long period after bills have 
been paid but before the next paycheck. But I promised that I’d head 
out right away. The drive from St. Louis to Salt Lake City would take a 
day, non-stop. 
 I’ll pick up Jamie, I said.
 Good, good, he said. Save the money. 
 I took a breath, then dialed Jamie’s number. When he answered, 
he said, “Well, this is a surprise.” For four years now, Jamie and I had 
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lived three hours from each other, and the only time we talked to one 
another was in Salt Lake City—holidays and sudden-turns-for-the-
worse. Two years ago, during his second freshman year, Jamie had 
called, wanting to know if I’d ever taken a philosophy class. “I’ve got 
to write a paper on ethics,” he said. “I was wondering if you had one I 
could look at.”
 “No,” I told him, “but I’ve got a paper on irony that you might like.” 
 “What class did you write that for? How To Be a Bitch 101?”
 Still, I supposed, it was better than getting another call for bail 
money. 
 When I told Jamie what Dad had told me, I could hear him pace 
back and forth. “There’s no money for a plane ticket, is there?” he asked.
 “No,” I told him. “I’m coming to pick you up.” After a moment, I 
asked, “Hey, isn’t this finals time for you?”
 “Man,” he said, “ fuck finals.” 

As we approach the accident site, Jamie becomes a detective. 
He traces the black rubber crisscrossing the road, points out the broken 
bits of tail lights that gleam like broken insect wings in the gravel. Up 
ahead, the police lights make my eyes water. 
 “It was a motorcycle,” Jamie says. “See how there’s only one set of 
skid marks? I bet he took this turn too fast and lost control.” He looks 
to me for confirmation, as if he’s finally found a use for my career in 
insurance. One Thanksgiving, Jamie called me a sell-out, an ambulance 
chaser, and I corrected him. No, I said, I chase after the ambulance 
chasers, and Mom rubbed her temples in small circles, while Dad grimly 
chewed on the dry turkey. Jamie had just flunked his freshman year, 
and I’d berated him about wasting Mom and Dad’s money. It wasn’t 
long after this that Mom’s first diagnosis came back, and my memory 
of that day began to fester: It was the last time we were all there as an 
intact family. Why did he always have to be such a prick? 
 “Probably,” I say. My foot is tired from holding down the brake. 
“You know, at work, we call motorcycles sui-cycles.”
 “Lame,” says Jamie. 
 The other side of the highway has backed up, even though there’s 
no obstruction on their side. The line of headlights, closely packed, 
unrelenting, remind me of a nighttime migration of lemmings. At 
work, I always receive eyewitness accounts from good Samaritans who 
stop to look. And sometimes, I get outraged on behalf of my clients: 
It was clearly Mr. X’s fault! But remind myself that these reports were 
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written minutes after the accident, when the client could barely choke 
out a sentence through her hyperventilating. What would happen if 
these reports were given a day later, a week later? Does disaster look 
different when remembered as something else you’ve lived through? 

Even though Dad declared bankruptcy six months ago, Jamie 
doesn’t know that he and I are secure. Before Dad filed Chapter 7, he 
told me to rent a safety deposit box under my own name. He funneled 
cash to me, and I kept it in the box, so that when it came time to 
declare bankruptcy, the hospital’s creditors couldn’t reach what was 
left of his savings. He said he’d be able to live off of his salary, post-
garnishment, and later, his pension. I never thought I wouldn’t be able 
to take care of us, he told me. But I’m glad I can count on you. And 
although Dad was pretty sure that the creditors couldn’t seize the 
house—“the primary residence,” his lawyer called it—he signed the 
title over to me anyhow. 
 “Maybe it should be in Jamie’s name too,” I said. “He’s almost a 
responsible adult.” 
 “Ha-ha,” he replied, and we both kind of laughed. 
 Bankruptcy hollowed Dad out; he lost twenty pounds, and his 
skin became sallow, transparent as crepe paper. He said he was okay—
since losing the car, he walked more, got exercise—but one morning 
last Christmas, as Mom’s illness seeped into her bones, I had woken 
early to make coffee, and when Dad came down to open the kitchen 
curtains, the morning light shined through the drapes of skin hanging 
off his arms, and I felt a chill, as if his body couldn’t hold back the cold 
coming through the window. 
 The first thing I did with our money was bail Jamie out of jail. 
He’d been caught on campus with several joints in the waistband of 
his jeans, and since he was already on academic probation, I was sure 
that he’d be expelled. 
 “How could you be so stupid?” I said. I had just wired him the 
money, and felt the weight of it in my chest. This was all that was left of 
us, and it was dwindling. 
 “Listen,” Jamie said, dropping to a whisper. “They weren’t for me. 
They were for Mom.” 
 “Really,” I said, “that is the most despicable excuse.” 
 Jamie scoffed. “I didn’t think you’d believe me.” 
 Of course not, I said to myself later. Did you believe me when you 
found that copy of Playgirl under my mattress and I said that I was 
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hiding it for my girlfriend? But at that moment, I was too angry, and 
hung up on him. 
 But I would keep this as our secret: this was our bond as brothers. 
My senior year of high school, I killed Mr. Muggles—our cat. It was late 
at night. I was driving home from a movie I’d gone to see with Richard, 
who, at the time, I thought of as a boyfriend, but wasn’t really. He was a 
junior at Converse College, and we’d met while I was on a campus tour. 
During the movie, I put my hand over his, our contact hidden beneath 
the drink holder in the armrest. Towards the end of the film, he grew 
bolder and we sank down in our seats so that no one could see our heads 
over the headrest, and we kissed, our mouths slick from popcorn butter. 
But even though he said that he didn’t think it was a good idea for us 
to see each other again, as I drove home, I told myself he would call 
me again, surely he would. And then—a white streak of lightning—Mr. 
Muggles darted out from beneath a bush as I pulled into the driveway. I 
slammed on the brakes and looked in the rearview mirror, but didn’t see 
him darting to safety into our lawn. I didn’t feel a bump, but knew that 
I must have hit him. 
 I got out of the car. I couldn’t just leave Mr. Muggles—how can 
you abandon something you love? Or could grow to love? The air was 
sharp and moist; I was only wearing a T-shirt and clenched my arms as 
I looked. And there he was, in the gutter, hidden in shadow. He wasn’t 
totally white—he had splotches of tan fur along his back—and he was 
still breathing, fur rippling along the tiny ridgeline of ribs. But here’s 
the thing: as I squatted next to him and watched his breathing grow 
shallower, he purred. A small trickle of blood oozed from his nose—
but he purred as if sitting in my lap. And when he finally stopped 
breathing, the purr nothing but a reverberation in my memory, I let 
myself pet him. 
 I put him in the passenger seat, on my T-shirt, and drove him fifteen 
miles away, to a park, where I laid him in the grass. The next morning, 
when Mom asked if we had seen Mr. Muggles, Jamie looked straight at me 
and said, “I saw him running across the street early this morning.”
 “I’m sure he’ll be back,” she said, and Jamie stared at me, as if to let me 
know that he’d seen me sneaking back into the house, shirtless and cold, 
a hickey purpling on my shoulder; that, through the wall, he’d heard me 
sobbing into my hands; that, for better or worse, this bound us together. 

The state trooper looks exhausted; he waves his flashlight—
keep moving, keep moving—with a desultory motion. The flares cast 
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crevasses on his face. I focus on him, trying very hard not to look at 
the sides of the road with its shattered motorcycle parts and dark, 
coagulating liquids. 
 “Slow the car down,” Jamie says, almost rising from his seat. 
 “We’re almost past.”
 “I know, I know, but I want to see.”
 There’s something covered with a white sheet on the side of the 
road. Behind me, an ambulance is trying to make its way through, 
pressing precariously against the guardrail. 
 “Can you stop the car?” Jamie says.
 “No.”
 “Oh, come on.” 
 “Jamie,” I say. “No.” 
 I slow down as we reach the trooper. He stares down the line, doesn’t 
even glance my way. My foot presses on the brake, and I roll down the 
window. He turns his head, puzzled.
 I ask him, “Is there anything I can do, officer?”
 His mouth is partially open, his expression blank. It’s three in the 
morning, and anything he might have felt had long ago drained out. 
 “No,” he says, voice filled with gravel. “Move along, son.” 
 I crank the window shut and hit the gas, the road ahead of us clear. 
 When we’ve left the scene, Jamie says, “Oh my God, did you see 
that?”
 I shake my head.
 “I thought at first the guy must have hit a deer or something 
because they had sheets down in two different places. But neither of 
them was big enough to have been a deer. Even a little deer. I bet when 
the bike skidded, his body torqued—” Jamie twists his upper torso 
back and forth. “—and he probably just ripped in half.” 
 I close my eyes for a second—we’ve reached a straight patch of road—
and try to calculate how much longer it will take to Salt Lake City. 
 With the accident now in the background—a luminous glow in the 
rearview mirror—we plunge back into the darkness. We’re both wide 
awake now; the specter of death has reanimated us both. Jamie chews on 
his right index knuckle, his feet on the seat, knees bent up to his chest. 
 I know that this moment will stay with us, that when we get 
together in the future, we’ll come back here. 
 Remember, he will say, what you said to the cop? Man, that was 
priceless. 
 Do I ever, I’ll say, though I’ll forget until the next time I see him. 
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 Or maybe that won’t happen at all. Maybe we go our divergent 
ways, and it’ll come as a shock when someone asks, Do you have any 
brothers or sisters? and I respond, Oh, yeah. I do. 

Finally, I say, “You should really try harder in school.” 
 Jamie stares out the window, focusing on nothing in particular. 
Dark rock formations, like the world has been crumpled up, rise up on 
either side. They lurch over the road, as if deciding whether or not to 
crush us. 
 “It’s important,” I say. “It might not seem so now, but it’ll pay off 
in the future, believe me.”
 “Okay,” he says. 
 “Jamie,” I say, “I mean it.”
 “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t try to take care of me. Mom isn’t dead yet.” 
 Maybe she isn’t. We’re on our way to see for ourselves. Why are 
we drawn to ruination, catastrophe, woe? Why do we witness the 
inevitable? I look at Jamie and see all the disasters that loom: small ones, 
large ones; disasters that hurt and disasters that obliterate. And I can’t 
prevent them, any of them. The best I can do is watch as they pass by. 



24  u  Crab Orchard Review

Kelli Russell Agodon

What I Didn’t Tell the Priest

My older sisters never prayed. 
 They asked me to recite their Hail Marys 
and I did, as I guessed God gave extra credit for this. 

Sins flew low and heavy in our home;
 they were the haze that never seemed 
to burn off, the shadow that would never leave.

I hoped the fog would lick off their lipstick, 
 flatten their hair that could almost touch heaven, 
cool them when they talked about boys. 

I took notes, explained to God
 the things I had no part in—the smoking, 
the sips of vodka from the liquor cabinet, 

the escapes from windows after sundown. 
 When our dad asked where my sisters went 
at night, I told him they were looking 

for redemption, that Father Martin 
 had a class for teenagers, 
that they’d become volunteers at a nursing home. 
    
Someone told me Christ died at 3:15 in the morning 
 and I told my sisters if they returned 
before then, all would be forgiven, 

that no one else would die. And I believed this, 
 in the same way I believed the spirits 
I prayed to were listening, that if I turned 
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to a page in the Bible I could find my fortune, 
 that once I shut the door to the confessional 
God was in there with me, searching 

through my pockets, polishing my jewelry, 
 whispering the correct answers in my ears. 
When I finished confessing, He cleaned 

the fingerprints off the window where I tried 
 to touch the young priest I could hear
breathing on the other side of the wall.
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Why I Never Slept in the Early ’80s

Riding the school bus, Trisha told me to cover 
my mouth as we passed the nuclear reactor. 

We positioned our hands over our lips 
to stop the silo’s smoke from entering 

our lungs. This was the same year she told me 
President Reagan was Satan:

Count the letters in all three of his names; 
if he is re-elected, we will die.

She knew it all—how Russians stole eleven-year-olds
to tie to their bombs, how we could levitate 

by whispering, light as feather, stiff as a board.
At slumber parties we never turned off the lights, 

not after the story of the China doll whose bloody 
fingernails grew a foot long, the murderer who licked 

the blind woman’s hand, not after we spoke about 
our lungs, how we knew they would glow in the dark.
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Buttercups

No longer children, we met in a wild field
as yet unseized by the developers,
far from the consternation of our parents
and the droning news about some imminent war.
There I watched her, she me, and we both 
the dizzy practice of insistent bees 
among the flowers, and took up buttercups 
to hold beneath each other’s chin, steadily, 
as if to prevent an overbrimming. We looked 
for any trace of reflected gold—a child’s
game whose meaning we didn’t fully grasp—
like boys battling with sticks—and yet, even then, 
we knew a vulnerability, a warming 
of the face at the approach of a foreign hand, 
the petals nearing, the critical moment we 
were scanned—like rough romantic poems
unready for a reader’s close attention— 
before we made sweet pronouncements, true or not. 
Nearly subject to an unelected 
urge, we sensed instinct’s imperial plot—
held our agitated breaths, and felt
a rumbling close, half feared its breaking out.
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Camera Obscura
 after Abelardo Morell’s photographs

I open the book and return to high school Latin 
to translate: dark room, and the hot, airless tang 
of the art wing’s darkroom returns to me, 
its chemical redlight humming. On each page,
Morell’s photographs coalesce as though developing:
first a rocking chair, an attic room. A small boy’s 
plastic tyrannosaurs looming ferociously
in the foreground, menacing imagined city blocks
on a beach-ball globe. And then, the room fit inside
this room, through a pinhole: Brookline arching 
over the dinosaurs’ monstrous heads untouched, 
its rooftops and trees inverted, intact. Camera obscura—
the dark room inside your head, with the world
pressing in, up-ended and bizarre, while the light lasts.
In my mnemonic darkroom, the book’s blank 
final page darkens into the 16th Street bridge,
a stone archway under the acid slip of the liquid.
I see myself upside down, squinting through 
an SLR camera at seventeen, taking this picture 
in the moment before I passed through the archway, 
before I crossed the bridge and the outside 
righted itself in my head.
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Splendor

Whose idea was it to cut between yards,
climb the stone wall, walk onto the golf course
in the middle of the night? Were you bringing
me home, had we been at the mall, or had we
been at my house all along? From the hill
we could see the lights in town, the steeple,
the mist in the parking lot next to the store.
No cars, just a wreck of flowers where
rhododendrons flared under the trees
and orange lilies curled under outcrops
of rock. Do you remember how once
we walked on the bridge near Plum Brook Road,
it was late, we’d driven into the weeds,
and I followed you down the tracks?
We sat I don’t know how long and watched
where the water widened then stilled
and a few lanterns bobbed in the wind.
The water somehow seemed closer. It wasn’t
until we came back I knew where we’d been.
If you had known that we’d find ourselves
in the blind swirl of day, would you have climbed
that wall and held my hand? It was the way
your shirt pulled across your back and your arm
moved in your sleeve that made me go
into the grass and it is the weight
of your body and the sky opening
in waves that keeps me here. I wanted
to be with you. What did we know
about night’s green hills, water’s bright hum,
how high we were on the tracks?
What did we know about what was to come?
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First Lesson

In the front seat of his Impala with
a Recovering Catholic bumper 
sticker, Timothy taught me how to kiss,
to tilt my chin, to tease the fat wet stump
of his tongue into action. Not the way
I’d witnessed love on film—that soft-lit dream,
mouths wide and working to the music’s sway—
what I longed for. No, I was there to learn
how to want for him. That was just charity,
he’d later say—acne, thick glasses, he thought
no other guy would want to teach me.
Once I slipped—poor sight, poor aim—and he laughed.
He thought I’d never get the hang of it.
How I wanted to bite, to feel his tongue split.
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Falling in Love with Flash Gordon

Of all of us falling in love 
    with Flash Gordon & Dale Arden
in the theater that night, could any others have known 

Queen’s soundtrack 
              masked the sounds of two boys
& their first tentative kisses? No, 

 not until the usher’s sudden flashlight
exposed us for what we were. 

Faggots, he said
    as he dragged 
our mothers’ numbers around the rotary dial. 
 
How my mother could’ve known
 what the usher named me or why 
 she repeated it when our car doors closed

I couldn’t say. Nor explain how the name 
 found me the following Monday at school. 
 
 But once it did, all the love notes 
I dropped in his locker went unanswered 
       except one

that read: Your love is like a slow-motion death ray
from outer space, 
        like the one Flash stopped 
only seconds before Earth would’ve been nothing 
       but scattered atoms.
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Bong

Water bong, they called it.
Under my breath, I practiced
saying bong bong bong
until it sounded natural.
Mike was too busy getting high 
to notice that Frankenstein 
would have felt more at home
in Jackie’s basement. Her mom
worked nights. No one would hear us.

No matter. I was fitting in.
So what if I didn’t know
what was in there. Jackie laughed.
Not easy when you’re holding 
your breath. She handed me the slender 
gurgling goose and I clutched its throat,
inhaling the chimney stink, remembering 
to close my eyes just like she did,
sucked yellow air and felt myself
slipping under a tidal wave.

Buckled by the undertow, 
seaweed tangling my hair, I made 
a wish. I wanted to lift my head 
and find myself in another
rumpus room complete with cake,
a song and candles.

Instead, I held my breath harder,
sure this meant lung cancer later
if I lived through this night. When my
bronchial tubes started crackling,
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I blew out a smoke signal, opened 
my eyes. And there was Mike,
a volunteer fireman, his mouth 
covering mine, fingers bugling my back,
Jimmy whooping, Jackie eyes wide.
I don’t think they knew I could be like that.
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The Monkees, 1968

We ran down Rome Street in Warren—
spitting distance from Eight Mile Road,
the border with Detroit.
          Hey, Hey, 
we’re the Monkees. Tom was short
and Davy. I was tall and goofy and Mike.
Our fathers were making cars together,
maybe cracking dirty jokes and cheating 
at cards in the lunchroom
        like we’d be doing 
soon enough. Maybe sharing a few choice words
about their black co-workers.
            Like we’d be doing?
The smoky shadow of summer ’67
still stung the air, but it was a new season. 
New episodes. New high jinks.
        New songs 
to sing along to. Hey, hey. The street nearly empty. 
Our fathers parked at the plant. Our mothers buried
inside the boxy houses, maybe smoking cigarettes 
and boiling spaghetti water. Maybe waiting
for the party line to clear, maybe
waiting for the applause that was
            never coming. 
What happened on the other side of Eight Mile
wasn’t on TV except for the news, but we weren’t 
watching. Our channels were limited 
to a few square blocks, one square TV screen
and maybe we were in love. 12, 13. 
1968. December. No Micky, No Peter.
Snow clean enough to eat if we hurried.
Kicking it up where it blew back in our faces
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and we laughed
         and we sang loud and louder
but the snow muffled our changing
voices. We did not know they didn’t
even play their own instruments
or why black people were angry.
Black and white TV. The casual
they and we of the border
             forever burned away
by one hot summer. But we didn’t know what 
they sang over there. 12. 13. The camera zoomed in: 
we posed, we danced. No one out in that swirl of snow 
to make fun of us. To call us by our real names.
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Written in Skin

XX are the initials of my first lover’s, 
 the letters my sister tattooed 
  into his shoulder with a single 
needle and Indian ink. For two days 

he sat on our August-colored couch wincing 
 at the calligraphy he’d chosen. My sister’s quiet 
  eyes and quick hands, their precise 
staccato, worked the ink into his skin 

like a vow. She was prettier than I was and we all
 knew it. When he’d flinch, she’d press her small hand 
  to his chest, say hold still, and he would 
hold still. She promised to scar me as well 

when I could decide on a design I’d want permanent 
 in my skin, one I’d bleed for. But summer ended 
  and our slender love withered. XX found a girl 
as beautiful as my sister. I began speaking in crow, 

withered branches, fields cut down for the harvest. 
 My sister and I spun like moons through 
  the rooms of the house until we forgot
how to speak entirely. Through winter. 

Through a decade. And now that it’s been too long. 
 Now that my first lover is a boy whose name 
  even he forgets, whose face is 
a cloud, whose body has evaporated over the frozen 
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earth like the breaths of strangers. Now that I know everything 
 permanent fades from the body. Now that the blank 
  skin on my shoulders. Now that the shape 
of those years rise from the horizon. Now that my eyes.

Now that I know I can’t take back what was 
 never said. Now that the ink sinks into the shoulders 
  of the couch. Now that the inkwell 
is empty. Now that I’ve chosen. Now that the tip 

of the needle glints in my palm—
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Summer Wasps

That was the summer I lay on my mattress
watching the wasps skim my window screen
the way they did at the eyelashes of the girl
whose body we found beneath the overpass.

We were still children, thin and flat, and thought
nothing of how she’d arrived, only fascinated by
what she was now—blood cooled beneath her
skin, her dark hair, wind-knotted, face swelling

all those days we dared each other to walk past,
holding our breath, not knowing what the stink
meant. Finally, the rain-worn garbage bags that 
contained her body (a black cocoon) split open.
 
When the policemen came, they taped off the site,
said we couldn’t play there anymore and anyway
why would we want to, did we know something
about this, he said, dead body, and I discerned

a dead body: cars thrumming past, ants channeling 
in skin, the indecipherable code of the wind—no
spirit loosed like a veil, no heaven opening to call her
home—her eyes blue like a sky that overlooks nothing.

The milky eyes of blindness. The gray stare of roads.
The roads I walked on so far away from there I could
never find my way back and by then I was a woman so
anyway why would I want to; I knew something about that.
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Navigator of Culture

That summer we moved to Bedford-Stuyvesant, I grew four 
inches, which would have been fine if only I’d been a boy. At twelve, I 
already towered over my mother at 5'7". The spurt meant I needed new 
things, none of which my mother could afford in her newly divorced 
state. “Why couldn’t you have done this before we moved out of your 
father’s house?” she asked me several times that summer each time 
another item of clothing no longer fit, blaming me as if growing was 
something I’d done purposely, just for spite. Unbeknownst to me, 
we’d been living on borrowed time that spring. My parents were 
only sticking it out until the summer so I could finish my school 
year without upheaval. As soon as summer came, we moved from 
the house that I’d always thought of as ours, which was actually only 
my father’s, handed down through generations to him via a thrifty 
paternal grandmother who’d never liked my mother in the first place.
 I spent the summer apologizing for my height, for my sex, for 
being too young to get my working papers and find a summer job. For 
my father’s affair and his new girlfriend. For the fact that my mother 
had no skills to fall back on because she’d devoted herself to raising 
me. The growth spurt did nothing to help my self-confidence. First 
of all, there was my hair. Sandy-colored, kinky, and comb-resistant, 
my hair was a thick and unruly mass that defied taming. Second, I 
had braces. Third, I wore glasses, which hid what I had been trained 
to think of as my best asset. My eyes were sometimes brown and 
sometimes green, depending on the light, but no one I knew, except 
for my mother, ever called them hazel. Folks I knew called them “light 
eyes,” “funny-colored eyes,” or just plain “funny eyes.” They also used 
phrases like “high yellow” and “redbone” to describe the color of my 
skin. As a young girl, I was a list of adjectives representing hundreds 
of years of social conditioning. I was awkward and shy, tall for my age, 
and as bony-kneed as a giraffe, but because of the eyes and skin, people 
assured me I’d grow into being a real looker. Until then, I was merely 
a financial hardship.
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 My mother assured me that everything would turn out all right 
once the divorce was settled and the child support kicked in. Until 
then, there was only what we had, and I had outgrown much of it. 
We were not poor, but we were dislocated and dispossessed. This state 
of being, my mother told me, would pass. It was temporary, just like 
our new neighborhood. The night we moved in, I’d rushed to unroll 
and tape my favorite posters to the wall, but my mother stopped me, 
warning, “Don’t get attached.”

With nothing to be done about my boyish height, my mother 
waged war on my hair. Were it not for our newly impoverished state, 
which deemed visits to the beauty parlor an unaffordable extravagance, 
my mother would have never taken me to Miss Jefferson. A statuesque 
woman of indeterminable age, Miss Jefferson did hair to supplement 
her social security income. She seemed old enough to be my 
grandmother, but everyone called her Miss and never Mrs. Her own 
hair was jet black, and she wore flamboyant hats, even when at home. 
Her apartment was always filled with a crowd of women in various 
states of preparation. They sat under dryers, balancing plates of food 
on their knees. They smoked at her kitchen table, blowing wreaths 
through the window grates, their heads coiffed in shower caps and 
rollers. They dawdled in the living room by the record player with 
their shoes off. They lingered at Miss Jefferson’s—some with their hair 
done, some with it freshly washed and knotty—talking and laughing 
uncensored even in the presence of children. 
 These women made my mother dreadfully uncomfortable. The 
first time she brought me, she didn’t touch anything. She didn’t accept 
a glass of water or soda. She didn’t even sit down. Right before I reached 
for the metal doorknocker, my mother grabbed me back to her. Said, 
“Remember that these women are not the kind you ever want to be.” 
 Miss Jefferson opened the door wearing a royal blue hat with a 
curving brim that reminded me of the women in my father’s church, 
which we no longer attended. “Well, Rita, come to get Hazel’s hair done? 
Johnnie Mae said you’d probably be by.” 
 “Yes,” my mother said, smiling in apology. “Hazel’s hair is so 
difficult to work with.”
 Miss Jefferson ran a hand over my hair, but made no comment. 
“How you been getting on?”
 “Well, thank you,” my mother answered, gingerly stepping inside. 
“And yourself?”
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 “I’m about as good as I’m gonna get. Can I get you anything?” Miss 
Jefferson asked. “I cooked earlier. There’s plenty to eat and drink.”
 “Oh no, thank you anyway. I’m not really hungry.” Her eyes said 
she would never be that hungry. “She’s eaten already, too.”
 “Have a seat. Make yourself comfortable. I’m sure you haven’t met 
a lot of the people since you’re new. Mostly everybody in here lives on 
this block.”
  “Actually, I really have to be going. I have a few things to do, 
errands to run.”
 This was news to me, as I’d not seen my mother do one productive 
thing since our move. Whenever I’d run inside for lunch, I’d find my 
mother—still in her slip, never having dressed for the day—slumped 
in front of the television watching reruns of Gidget and Fantasy Island. 
When she did leave the house, she spoke to no one, snubbing the 
women on the block outside on their stoops watching infants, keeping 
an eye on older children and shooting the breeze. She sneered at their 
presence and told me they were nothing but welfare queens. In any 
case, I never saw any furs or Cadillacs. “What errands?” I asked. 
 My mother squeezed my fingers so tight I thought they would 
snap. “Just errands, dear.” She looked at her watch, a slender bangle of 
gold with a tiny face that cost more than Miss Jefferson’s entire living-
room set. 
 Miss Jefferson looked down at the watch, too. “She’ll be ready by six.”
 My mother pushed money into my hand and told me to behave. 
 As soon as she left, I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been 
holding. Then Miss Jefferson spoke so only I could hear her. “I think 
your mother is a little too busy to drag you over here every other week. 
Women like her have a million things to do. After I finish your head 
and you get home, make sure and tell her that she don’t have to bring 
you over here no more.” She adjusted the brim of her hat. “Besides, 
you’re old enough that you can come down here by yourself. How’s 
that sound?”
 “Yes,” I said quickly, feeling something unfurl inside of me. I had 
been forgiven for my mother. 
 Miss Jefferson’s apartment became my refuge that summer. 
There I could sit and listen in on the women. I could play with her 
granddaughter Annette who, for some reason, lived with Miss 
Jefferson instead of her own mother. Miss Jefferson let me hear things 
I wasn’t supposed to hear until I was years older and eat things that 
were no good for me. In Miss Jefferson’s kitchen, where all the women 
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concurred, I began to believe that my mother was the anomaly, the 
strange one. My mother never left sugar in the bag it came in. She 
always poured it into a jar. She always kept our bread in a box and she 
never reused our cooking oil or kept it in an emptied can of Crisco. 
She used baking soda only to keep the refrigerator and drains smelling 
fresh, never for brushing teeth when the toothpaste ran out. My mother 
was not one to ever let the toothpaste run out.

Fifteen summers later, and I have come back to Bedford-
Stuyvesant a stranger. The streets in Bed-Stuy have all new names and 
I get lost twice before I find the one I want. Cautiously, I approach my 
old block, slowing before nearing the children at the hydrant splashing 
oncoming cars. I park two doors down from where Miss Jefferson’s 
should be. Six young boys on her stoop eye my car. Despite their 
poverty, they are dressed in expensive and oversized clothing. They 
are boys without a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of, the 
type of boys who make me wish I had The Club for my car. 
 The sidewalk is cracked in too many places to count. I step—
carefully—around the sections of dirt and weeds that sprout between 
the broken concrete. “Excuse me,” I say, but no one moves aside to let 
me up the stoop. Instead I have to navigate, wending my way through 
their space, squeezing around the bodies of these young black boys. 
Briefly, I consider getting back in my car and heading home. “These 
are your own people,” I whisper, reminding myself. 
 I knock on Miss Jefferson’s door. The peephole cover slides back 
into place, and a woman’s voice comes through loud and clear. “We’re 
not interested.” 
 The voice is much younger than Miss Jefferson’s. “I’m not selling 
anything,” I say. “I’m looking for Miss Jefferson. Does she still live here?”
 Locks click and turn. A young woman opens the door as far as the 
safety chain will allow. “What do you want with my grandmother?”
 I see an eye, half a face, an arm, a hand. “Annette?” 
 “Yes,” she says, making no move to take off the safety chain.
 “It’s me, Hazel,” I say. “I used to live on this street. Don’t you 
remember me?”
 The door closes and reopens sans chain. 
 Annette steps back and lets me in. We eye each other uncomfortably, 
superimposing our current images over the ones we remember.
 “What happened to your glasses?” I blurt.
  As a child, Annette had worn glasses—thick lenses and cheap 
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frames—the only kind that Medicaid would cover, the only kind that 
Miss Jefferson could afford. She was always there whenever I came to 
get my hair pressed and curled, sitting in a corner, brushing her one 
doll’s hair. Although she did everyone else’s hair on the block, Miss 
Jefferson never pressed Annette’s. At twelve, Annette had been the 
only girl still in pigtails. The woman standing before me now wears 
stylish double-strand twists. Annette had been my first friend when I 
moved onto the block. Though I have grown, matured, and changed, I 
never thought she too would do the same.
 “I got contacts,” she says. “What about your braces?” 
 “I got them off,” I say, feeling an urge to cover my teeth with my lips. 
 “So, Hazel, what brings you by? It’s been a long time.”
 “I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d drop by and see how 
Miss Jefferson was doing. So how is she?”
 “She’s not getting any younger and old age is taking its toll on her.” 
 “I’m so sorry.” I follow Annette through the living room and toward 
the kitchen. The living room looks completely unlived in. Gone are 
the extra folding chairs placed all around for customers. Gone are the 
bonnet-style hair dryers propped on top of tables. Gone are the women, 
the voices, the smoke. “This place used to be jam-packed.”
 “It’s been a while,” Annette says. Groceries sit in plastic bags on 
the kitchen table. Annette begins to pull out cans with no frills labels. 
 “How’ve you been?” she asks.
 “Fine,” I say. “You?”
 “Good. Want something to drink?”
 “Water will be fine.” 
 “It’s not bottled,” Annette says, taking a glass from the cupboard 
and pouring cold water into it over a sink filled with dirty dishes. 
“This okay?” 
 “It’s fine.” I take the glass and sip cautiously. I do not drink tap 
water. “Thanks.”
  Annette asks questions without looking up from her unpacking. 
Cans of peas, mixed vegetables, peaches, and fruit cocktail pile on the 
table. “You married?”
 “Yes. Three years. His name’s William,” I say, wondering why we 
are talking like this. Instinctively, I do not mention that my husband 
is white. “You?”
 “With two kids. Both girls,” she says. “Guess you went to college.”
 “Yes,” I say, wondering if I should apologize for it. “What do you do?”
 “Hair.”
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 “Just like your grandmother.” I join Annette at the counter and 
hand her cans to stock the cupboards.
 “I’m licensed,” Annette says. “I don’t work out of my kitchen. I’ve 
got a shop in Jersey.”
 I’d always thought of hair as something done in basements and 
kitchens to the backdrop of daytime soap operas. “I didn’t mean 
anything,” I say.
 Annette turns to me. “Catching up with you has been priceless, 
Hazel, but I’d like to know why you’re really here.”
 “I already told you.”
 “You and I both know that you were not just in the neighborhood,” 
she says. Her glance sweeps over me from head to toe. “From the looks 
of it, you haven’t been in the neighborhood for years.”
 “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 “If you’d been in the neighborhood, then you would know,” she said. 
 Holding a can of pear halves, she eyes me with pity and condescension. 
“For your own self-respect, Hazel, please tell me you’re not here to fulfill 
some sort of nostalgic wish to get your hair done.”
 I play with the label on a can of peas, prying it from its overlapping 
adhesive seal. “It’s not the way you make it sound. I didn’t come here 
for my hair, but I did come to see your grandmother.” 
 “If not for your hair, then for what?”
 I don’t know how to tell her the real reason. Annette makes me 
uncomfortable in Miss Jefferson’s kitchen, though nothing about it has 
changed in fifteen years. Not even the kitchen table with its peeling 
padded chairs. Nothing except for Annette and myself. We are too 
different now. No longer girls of twelve, no longer best friends, we are 
two women with only Miss Jefferson in common and I have come to 
claim my part of her. I want her to advise me. I want to know where I 
belong, to know what I am doing, and I want that feeling to come easy 
as turning in this kitchen and opening a cupboard and finding exactly 
what I want just where I thought it would be. “I just really need to see 
her, that’s all. I don’t owe you any explanations.”
  “You never even said good-bye to me, Hazel. Johnnie Mae was 
the one who told us you all had moved.” Annette closes the cupboard 
doors. “Her room is the last one on the left.” 
 
No one answers when I knock. I push open the bedroom door 
and enter. “Hi, Miss Jefferson. It’s me, Hazel,” I say, coming close to 
the bed. Miss Jefferson is propped up in the bed on six sagging pillows, 
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simultaneously watching the television and listening to the radio. 
She has lost weight, at least thirty pounds, and now seems a waifish, 
shrunken version of her former self. Her black hair—now wispy, braided 
and pinned back—has gone completely gray. 
 Miss Jefferson raises rheumy eyes. “Nettie?”
 “No, it’s Hazel,” I say, drawing my name out. “Hazel. I came by 
today to see you.”
 Miss Jefferson smiles and pats my hand. “Nettie, when you gonna 
call those people and have them turn the heat on? A body could freeze 
to death in here. It feels like the dead of winter.” 
 It is hotter than July in her room. The windows are closed and 
a small box fan circulates stale air. I kneel by the bed. “No, it’s not 
Annette. Miss Jefferson, it’s me, Hazel. I used to live up the block and 
you used to do my hair when I was a little girl,” I say.
 “Tell them I pay good money, and if I have to I’ll start deducting 
from the rent.” 
 “Miss Jefferson, you don’t understand—”
 “It’s not right for them to treat me like this,” Miss Jefferson says. 
“They think we don’t know nothing and won’t stand up for our rights. 
I’ll fix them.”
  “You’re right. It’s not fair,” I agree. I want to talk to her, but there 
is no use. I need to talk to someone I trust and I trust Miss Jefferson 
more than my own mother, but the sharp woman I remember is gone. 
I’d been counting on her. I thought surely Miss Jefferson would have 
the answers. 
 Sometimes now, after seeing my husband William off, I go back 
upstairs to take off my clothing and look at myself. I undress, as if 
coming home from a hard day at work. Undress as if I have not just 
spent the last hour and fifteen minutes showering, cleansing, toning, 
and moisturizing in preparation of starting my day. Undress and 
stand naked in the mirror on the other side of our bedroom door. Face 
away from the mirror and twist so I can see myself from the back. 
Stand to the side, skimming my hands over my stomach and hips. Face 
myself and look at my breasts, holding each one tenderly, wincing even 
though there is never any pain. Soon enough, they’ll be sore and I 
want to be ready. My body is changing even though I can’t actually see 
the signs yet. The changes are subtle and slow to come just now, but 
soon there’ll be a snowball effect and I know I’ll wake up one morning 
visibly pregnant. Then I’ll have to tell my husband and, once I tell him, 
it will all have to be real.
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 The thing is, I don’t feel like a woman having a baby. I don’t feel like 
anything but my normal self. I don’t feel all of the things I’m supposed 
to feel. All I can think about are all the changes we’ll have to make, all 
of the adjustments. William will be overjoyed. A baby right now will 
fit perfectly into his schedule. He has these five-, ten-, and fifteen-year 
plans for our life together. His forethought is one of the things I love 
most about him, but I’m scared to take this step. With the exception of 
the one brief summer in Bedford-Stuyvesant, my life has never strayed 
from the course my mother set it on. College, graduate school, marriage 
and a home on Long Island, and now pregnancy—all of the steps of 
adulthood I’ve had to navigate. I’ve followed every step faithfully, yet I 
feel as though I’ve lost my way. This pregnancy feels like a turning point, 
like once I give this baby life, I will wake up and find I’ve become my 
mother. I know I’m not supposed to feel like this, but I don’t know what 
to do about it or how to make that feeling go away. I want Miss Jefferson 
to redirect me, to tell me this is a normal part of the process, that I am 
just going through a phase and that everything will turn out all right.
 For years, I have clung to the memory of Annette’s grandmother 
and her simple acceptance. For years, I have remembered the feel 
of those long fingers lathering my hair and kneading my scalp over 
her kitchen sink. Now I lean in close to Miss Jefferson, smelling the 
fetid breath of dentures that have been soaked but not brushed. Miss 
Jefferson is completely unaware of her surroundings and the long 
fingers that have scratched my scalp are now gnarled and veiny.
 “You’ll tell them for me, right?” Miss Jefferson asks.
 “I will,” I say.
 “That’s my good girl. You’re a good girl,” Miss Jefferson says, 
patting my arm. “Always have been.”
 
Annette waits for me in the hallway and we walk back to the 
kitchen.
 “She’s gone gray.” I sit down at the kitchen table. Annette fills 
the kitchen sink with water and squirts dishwashing liquid over the 
dishes.
 “No, she just stopped dyeing it,” Annette says. She looks at me in 
disbelief. “You didn’t know?”
 I hadn’t even suspected. “Annette, is she all right? She seemed…I 
don’t know. Does she have Alzheimer’s?”
 “It’s just old age, Hazel.”
 “Are you sure?”
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 “She doesn’t wander out in the street in her pajamas or forget where she 
lives. She remembers when she wants to. She’s got her wits about her.”
 “Who takes care of her?”
 “I guess you can say I do, even though she lives alone now. I cook 
for her, do the shopping, bring her food. I come and wash all the dishes 
she piles up, then I cook for her so she can dirty them again.”
 “You know, I used to wish Miss Jefferson was my mother.”
 “My grandmother has that effect on people. Every little girl that 
came in here wanted to steal my Nana.”
 And here I thought that I had been special. “What are you going 
to do with her?”
 “Do?” 
 “Don’t you think she needs full-time care? Look, if it’s about 
money—”
 Annette drops the pan she’s been scrubbing. The cheap aluminum 
hits the floor with a metallic clang. “What? You’ll come in and save the 
day? Hazel, she doesn’t want to go anywhere. This is her home. She’s 
not bothering anybody, sitting in her room watching TV. I can afford 
to put her in a home if I wanted to do that to her, but I don’t. The people 
on this block love her and know her. She doesn’t want to move in with 
me and my family. She doesn’t want to go to an old folks’ home and 
live with strangers. She wants to be here.”
 “I just thought—”
 “I know what you thought.” Annette turns the water off. She walks 
me to the door. “Same ole Hazel.”
 “Annette, what did I ever do to you?” 
 “You know, even when we used to play dolls, you had your nose stuck 
high in the air,” Annette says before she closes the door in my face.  
 I stand outside Miss Jefferson’s apartment. “I don’t know what 
you’re talking about,” I tell the closed door. “And neither do you.”
  Of course, I am lying. 

Here we are in Miss Jefferson’s apartment: we head for 
Annette’s bedroom, making our way through all of the women waiting 
to get their hair done. I bring a few of my dolls over in a shiny pink 
plastic traveling case that holds them and their accessories. Annette’s 
doll lives in a shoebox. She opens the lid and pulls out an eleven-
and-a-half-inch Christie, Barbie’s black friend. Not until 1980 would 
Mattel call one of its black dolls Barbie. The first black Barbie wears a 
red sequined showgirl outfit and open-toed red mules made of sturdy 
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plastic. She has a short, curly Afro and long dangly gold earrings. Both 
of her arms are bent at the elbows. One hand in her hair, the other 
resting against her hip, she is all come hither. But this is not her. This 
is Christie, just one of Barbie’s many friends, like Midge and PJ. I have 
more than thirty Barbies and none of them are black, so I know. 
 Later, I would learn that Miss Jefferson refused to let Annette own 
white dolls, but then I was scornful and unimpressed. Apparently, my 
mother never considered that surrounding a little black girl like me 
with white dolls who looked nothing like me would encourage me to 
hate myself and make me wish I could be them instead of me. Unlike 
Miss Jefferson, my mother didn’t believe dolls influenced self-image 
and standards of beauty. Neither she nor I knew anything of the 
damage being done to me. 
 “Don’t you have any real Barbies?” I ask.
 “In your hand,” Annette says.
 “No,” I say, shaking my head sadly, a jeweler informing a customer 
that the diamond brought in is a fake, just an eight-sided waste of glass 
and reflected light. “Not a Christie. A Barbie.” 
 “That is Barbie,” Annette says.
 “Barbie’s white. But your doll is pretty anyway. She reminds me of 
my mother.” 
 “Your mother?”
 “My mom has hair like that.”
 Annette takes the doll out of my hands and fingers the long silky 
hair. “Don’t you see how raggedy the women who come in here look 
before my Nana fixes their hair all nice? Your mother’s hair looks just 
like theirs before she gets it done.”
 “You’re wrong; my mother has good hair.”
 “Yeah, good and nappy!”
 I snatch the plastic Christie from Annette and hold my thumb 
just under her neck. I squeeze until her head pops off and the plastic 
rotator rolls under a chair. 

If I were Annette, I’d hate me too. Never once did I think to 
replace the doll I’d decapitated. It never crossed my mind that Annette 
had nothing else to play with since I’d destroyed her one and only doll. 
It never even occurred to me to say sorry. 

I get out of the car and head back to Miss Jefferson’s. I knock 
on the apartment door. The peephole cover moves and I know Annette 
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is watching me. I imagine that she sees my contrition. I imagine she 
is laughing. I knock and knock again, but the cover slides back into 
place, shutting me from her sight. 
 We lived in Bed-Stuy for only one summer. By the time the next 
school year began, we had a brownstone in Park Slope and my mother 
had enough money in child support to send me to private school. Each 
day, I rode the subway to the Upper East Side of Manhattan, moving 
further and further away from the neighborhood and the people my 
mother had warned me from. By the time the next summer rolled 
around, though we both lived in Brooklyn, the distance between me 
and Annette seemed miles and miles away. 
 Back in my car, I hesitate before pulling out onto the street. I sit 
with the doors locked and try to get my bearings, wishing I had never 
come. Lost and disoriented, I try to remember which way will take me 
back home, unsure of how I can ever get home from here.
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Jungle J 

Jabaree has the kind of face that white people pay to see. It 
was made to be carved into mahogany wood, sold for hundreds upon 
thousands of dollars, displayed on a wall, and admired with the taste 
of vintage wine deep in the viewer’s tongue. White people understand 
that. I understand that nearly twenty years later.
 But in 1987, when I was thirteen, Jabaree had the kind of face that 
most black people couldn’t and didn’t want to be bothered with—
myself included. Older folks were trying to build newer, better, Cosby 
Show kind of lives. They had calmed down and relaxed the curls on 
their heads that were once as tight as the angry fists they’d thrown 
into the air to declare their power. Women went to work in shoulder-
padded suits looking like football stars ready to play. Men grabbed 
briefcases and jumped into the job pool. They swam with the current 
after years of living like salmon. They thought we could and should 
move on to something else after nearly a decade of “Black is Beautiful,” 
the majority of which I missed because I was just a kid and didn’t know 
I should have been paying attention. 
 The day I met Jabaree, he was sitting outside on his porch steps, 
shining in the sun like God had just brushed him down with a bucket 
of name-brand clear nail polish. His head was down, and I was giddy 
with the sight of his hair—black and wavy like Al B. Sure!’s and 
everybody my best friend Teidre and I were in love with at the time. 
Jabaree’s hair sparkled like a Hollywood gown. I half-expected to hear 
the “Ting! Ting!” sound effect that chimes in commercials when dishes 
have been cleaned spotless or someone has tried a new toothpaste.
 He looked like he was reading, but I knew he couldn’t have been. 
It seemed obvious to me by his clothes—a navy and white polo shirt, 
blue jean shorts, and brand new white Adidas—that he was just 
waiting for somebody to say something so he could drop that book 
and go play some basketball or something. His outfit was too fly to be 
wasted sitting on the porch by himself. Plus, the kids planted up and 
down Thirty-Seventh Street were out ruining any peace that a person 
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could grab—fighting over who was going to be It first, laughing at stuff 
that was only funny to them, yelling to one another as they churned 
their legs on bikes, dropping Now and Later wrappers onto the cracked 
sidewalk. It was just too nice outside to read.
 Earlier that morning, Teidre, wearing her nightshirt, had stepped 
onto her porch, squinted into the sun, gauged the temperature with 
her bare legs, and released a long hiss of air before complaining, “It 
feels like Africa out here,” even though it wasn’t a walk-outside-and-
start-cussing kind of hot that day. Sometimes I think she thinks that 
never being satisfied with anything makes her cornbread-yellow skin 
look brighter, her long hair longer. She had gone back into the house to 
sprinkle herself with powder and douse herself with Love’s Baby Soft to 
get ready to go to the park and ignore the boys until they noticed her; it 
never took long. I’m the one who always had to wait until they noticed 
me, Teidre’s pecan-brown shadow, and realized that Teidre had little 
teeth and my smile was prettier or that I had the bigger butt or that I 
was funnier and didn’t whine and act like I was mad all the time. 
 Jabaree was my first attempt at a more direct approach. He was 
fresh meat, just moved to Thirty-Seventh Street two days before 
I ventured to check him out. Mrs. Mullins, my next door neighbor 
who’s always sitting on her porch meddling and smoking Virginia 
Slims, had said that a mighty handsome young man had moved into 
the house down the street. I wanted him to notice me before Teidre 
started working her light-skinned, long-haired magic. As it turned 
out, I didn’t need to worry. Right off I knew that she’d never want 
him. To this day, Teidre only likes light- or brown-skinned guys, and 
Jabaree was deep black-brown like the kind of chocolate that’s too 
rich to handle, one bite and you’ve got to back off of it. If he wasn’t 
hopelessly bedazzled with Teidre despite her indifference, I could have 
him all to myself. This rare opportunity thoroughly excited me.
 I walked up to Jabaree’s porch steps. “What you reading?”
 He looked up and I had to stop my face from scrunching up like 
“What the hell?” His lips were big, well beyond my own soup coolers 
that I passionately hated. They were slumped together above his chin 
like two fat, lazy pink caterpillars. His nose was huge, the size of a six-
month-old baby’s fist, and smeared across his face. Jabaree smiled, and 
it was a nice smile, full of straight white teeth, but I couldn’t get past 
the lips or the nose. 
 He looked down at his book and seemed surprised to see it there 
on his lap. “Aw, it’s just a bunch of scary stories.” He held the book up 
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and showed me its cover, a white skull, void of all of the fleshy things 
that made Jabaree so scary to me. 
 I nodded slowly, partly as a way of faking recognition of the book 
that I no longer cared about and partly as a way of mellowing myself 
after the shock of his face. 
 “What’s your name?” he asked.
 “Lettie. What’s yours?” I asked, just trying to be nice. I was already 
backing up.
 “Jabaree.”
 Before I left, I wanted to make sure that me and Mrs. Mullins had 
seen the same person. “You got any brothers?” 
 “No, why?”
 “Just wondering.”
 I should have known. Mrs. Mullins saw the beauty in everything, 
which is why everybody said she always looked so bad. Pointy-toed 
mules bejeweled with fake candy-colored gems, Madonna’s lace gloves, 
a Kangol, and Kente cloth muumuus all swirled together on her pear-
shaped body and she would rock them all like she was Ms. Superfly. 
Sometimes she’d work them so tough she’d trick me into believing 
until Teidre would say something that would knock me back into a 
world where you don’t mix Dynasty with Run-D.M.C. Mr. Mullins was 
like Mrs. Mullins’ closet—a big mix of stuff. He was a butterscotch-
skinned Puerto Rican with a Jewish nose that arched away from his 
face like a boat sail. His lips, slash-thin like a white man’s, spoke of 
the same racial injustices that sometimes made my father stab his fork 
into his steak like the dead cow would gather the sawed-off, triangular 
pieces of itself and rise up to present him with yet another obstacle. 
  “Oh, well. I just wanted to come over and say hi. It was nice to 
meet you.” I waved goodbye. 
 “What grade you in?” he called.
 I turned around to face him, but kept walking backwards. I was at 
the sidewalk. “Ninth.” 
 “You going to Central?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Me too.” He got excited. 
 “Maybe we’ll have some of the same classes.” I managed to stretch 
my mouth into a tight smile. 
 “What you about to do?”
 I heard the urgency in his voice and stopped walking. He was 
standing up, his book abandoned on the concrete step.
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 “Hunh?” I acted like I hadn’t heard him and scratched my arm like 
I was distracted by a bad mosquito bite. I came up with my lie before 
he could repeat the question. “Aw, nothing. My mama said I gotta clean 
my room.”
 “Aw.” He bent his long, thin legs and sat back down. “Oh, well.” 
His nostrils flared as he sighed. He tried to act nonchalant and offered 
me a smile, but I knew he was working hard to fix his face so his 
disappointment wouldn’t show. 
 I imagined what my face must look like when all the boys are 
noticing Teidre first and I’m pretending like I don’t care. I figured it 
looked a whole lot like Jabaree’s did right then. Before I knew, the truth 
about going to the park was spilling out of my mouth. And then I was 
asking, “You wanna go?” and wincing inside because I knew what his 
answer would be. 

I’m too nice. Teidre’s always telling me this. She told me when 
I was getting cool with Shelly Harmon after our science project was 
over and we were no longer obligated to talk to each other. Shelly was 
a white girl with thin, dirt-brown hair who Teidre swore smelled like 
pee because Shelly lived in Portland, on the other side of the West End 
of Louisville where a lot of scratching and surviving, Good Times-kind 
of white people lived, and Teidre thought that all white people who 
lived in Portland smelled like pee. 
 Teidre had scoffed at the neon green, orange, and pink beaded 
friendship bracelet that Shelly had given me. “How’d she afford beads 
for a bracelet when she’s got like three outfits?” 
 Teidre told me I’d have to stop taking charity cases when we got to 
high school. 
 “It’s different, Lettie. You can’t just go around being friends with 
everybody. Cheerleading, homecoming court, where you sit at lunch, 
wearing jerseys on Fridays; it’s all about who you know. Smile and 
wave to those other people, but keep it moving.” She said this with the 
authority of the professional woman that she would be years later as 
her ponytail, decorated with red and yellow scrunchies, dangled from 
the top right side of her head.
 I was already popular because I was so nice, but my friendship 
with Teidre definitely didn’t hurt my status. She was making progress 
with the cutest boy in the ninth grade and our middle school drill team 
coach, who also coached at Central High, had already told us that we 
were shoo-ins for the team. I thought we were entering ninth grade on 
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a high note, but Teidre was paranoid and talked like high school was a 
maximum security prison and we were new inmates—make the wrong 
move and everything’s over. 
 Her disappointment in me was obvious from her reaction when I 
showed up at her door with Jabaree in tow. 
 “Who the hell is that?” she asked. 
 “Jabaree.” I smiled big, hoping that she would catch the hint and 
be nice.
 “Ja-who?”
 “Jabaree.”
 “Ja-what?” 
 I knew she’d heard me the second time. She was already starting 
by making fun of his name. 
 “Juh-ba-ree,” Jabaree sounded out every syllable slowly and loudly 
like Teidre was in special ed. He was on to her game and not at all 
mesmerized by the dark brown hair falling past her shoulders or the 
C-cup breasts pushed to the brim of her purple tank top. 
 “He was the one who moved in the other day,” I offered even 
though I knew she didn’t care.
 She looked Jabaree up and down and made a soft “mmmph” 
sound like she’d been expecting more and was let down but she was 
dealing with it. Then she gave me the look of a teacher handing a 
failing grade to her favorite student before she switched down the 
steps, up the sidewalk, and to the park, leaving Jabaree and I to 
follow behind her. 

At the park, Kalvin stood on the basketball court with one 
hand on his waist and the other dribbling the ball in place, looking 
like he was waiting for somebody to take his picture. He stared at 
Jabaree who sat beside me on the short stack of bleachers on the side 
of the court. 
 “You the one just moved in David’s old house?” Kalvin’s mouth 
twisted into a smirk. 
 “Yeah,” Jabaree answered.
 “Mmmhmm.” Kalvin’s smirk widened into a grin as he turned to 
make a three-point shot. I was glad he missed it. Kalvin thought he 
was too cool with his curl and too cute with his bowed legs that he 
showcased for Teidre as he jogged across the court to retrieve the ball. 
 “You sho is ugly!” Joel pulled the bottom of his white T-shirt up to 
his face to reveal a belly that was the same color and shape as a tightly-
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packed mound of sand and wiped the sweat that dripped from his 
forehead into his grape-green eyes. 
 “I’m saying,” Kalvin’s twin brother, Kevin, nodded in agreement. 
Kevin and Kalvin were fraternal twins, but their cocky attitudes were 
identical. Kevin posed like his brother, showcasing his new green and 
yellow jogging suit. He tapped his right foot so everybody would notice 
the matching Nikes. 
 Kevin and Kalvin also shared the same jheri curl hairstyle, smooth 
toffee-brown complexion, and sharky smiles that ate girls alive. Teidre 
loved Kalvin for all of these reasons and thought that I should love 
Kevin for those same reasons. 
 Kevin and I were going together at the beginning of that summer, 
but after his family’s two-week vacation in Florida he started acting 
shady. When Teidre had stepped to him for me and asked him what 
was up, he’d replied, “We cool,” and Teidre had told me not to rock the 
boat since he still talked to me and praised my butt with “Mmm mmm 
mmm” sounds like he would gobble it up if given the chance. 
 Kalvin laughed in his not-too-hard, too-cool way. 
 Teidre, who sat on the bleachers behind Jabaree, howled with 
laughter, slapping her thighs and stomping her feet. Whenever she was 
around Kalvin, she performed like a has-been actress whose career 
was years past the point of resuscitation. 
 “Come on, y’all. Stop.” I turned to Jabaree. “They’re just messing 
with you. They’re always playing.”
 “I’m serious as a motherfucking heart attack,” Joel said. 
 Teidre wasn’t even laughing by then, just screaming really loud. 
 Jabaree sat with his face blank and hard like a stone.
 I stood up and yelled. “Stop it y’all!” 
 “You getting feisty, girl? Why you so sensitive? This must be your 
new man.”
 “Her mandingo,” Joel chimed.
 “Yeah,” Kevin chuckled. “Mandingo,” he sang the word in a fake 
African accent. “I didn’t know you liked your men extra crispy.” 
 I cut him with my eyes. 
 “Well, go on over to your man, girl.” Kevin shoved me, but I held 
my ground. I didn’t want to be coupled with Jabaree even as I defended 
him. 
  “Stop it!” I shoved him back harder. 
 “Okay. Okay. I’ma stop.” Kevin turned to Jabaree and extended 
his hand for a truce. “I’m sorry, Kunta Kinte. We cool?” 
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 Jabaree stood up, grabbed Kevin’s hand, and before we all knew 
it he’d twisted Kevin’s arm behind his back and forced him onto the 
ground. He stabbed his bony knee into Kevin’s back. 
 Kalvin’s icy cool tingle of a chuckle dropped into something as 
guttural and real as the donkey-like hawing exploding from Joel’s 
mouth. 
 “Owww, man. We was just playing. You don’t have to get all Karate 
Kid and shit,” Kevin protested. 
 “Say ‘Jabaree is the man.’”
 “Come on. I ain’t with all that gay stuff.”
 Jabaree pressed his knee deeper into Kevin’s back and pulled his 
arm tighter.
 “Oww, shit. O.K. You the man.”
 Joel leaned on Kalvin’s shoulder as the two busted into a fresh 
peal of laughter. I thought Teidre was going to fall off the bleachers. 
 “Jabaree is the man,” Jabaree coached. 
 “Aw, man. Dang, come on.” 
 Jabaree pulled Kevin’s arm tighter, lifting Kevin’s shoulder up off 
the ground.
 “O.K. Jabaree is the man. Dang!”
 “Now tell her you’re sorry for pushing her.” 
 “Sorry, Lettie.”
 Jabaree released Kevin, stood up, and went back to sit on the 
bleachers. Kevin frowned and wiped the dust from his jogging suit.
 “Whoo, that was some funny shit.” Joel was bent over with his 
hands resting on his knees, catching his breath. “You cool, man. You 
can hang with us.”
 Defeated, Teidre admitted, “Least he got some good hair.” 

Even though Jabaree became cool with everybody, they still 
thought he was ugly and let him know it by greeting him with monkey 
calls and the nickname Jungle J. They threw you-so-ugly jokes, but the 
mouse-in-the-snake-pit maliciousness wasn’t there like it had been 
that first day. Jabaree didn’t body slam anybody, but he held his own 
and retaliated by targeting Kalvin and Kevin’s juicy, slip-and-slide 
hazard curls, Joel’s man boobs, and Teidre’s tiny piranha teeth. Teidre 
and the guys, being who they were, sometimes took their advantage 
and Jabaree would get wounded and take the insults like a proud 
soldier. “All right. Y’all got me,” he’d say. Sometimes the statement of 
defeat came with a weak smile and sometimes it didn’t. 
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 I’ve got to admit that I took advantage of Jabaree, too, because I 
thought he was ugly. Actually, I didn’t think; I just followed. I didn’t 
join in all the joking (though, admittedly, sometimes I did laugh more 
often and harder than I should have), but I used Jabaree to boost my self-
esteem. His perceived ugliness gave me a confidence that I’d never had 
before in Teidre’s presence. I was the cute one—way cuter, I’d thought—
so I didn’t care about what I looked like when it was just him and me, 
which turned out to be more and more often as weeks passed. 
 I didn’t gel up my nappy edges or always be trying to smooth my 
hair down like I was in Grease or something. I ate bags of Funyuns 
and then talked all kinds of “H” words with my mouth wide open. I 
drank cans of Big Red and let out stank nasty burps. Because Jabaree 
was smart and he read, I talked about all of the books and nerdy things 
that Teidre would usually hit me or roll her eyes at me for mentioning 
in front of people like Kevin and Kalvin who barely cracked books 
even when grades depended on it. 
 I thought I was in control, but then things started happening.
 Jabaree started telling me I looked nice even when I was just 
wearing stuff like a T-shirt and some gym shorts, and his compliments 
stopped going to my head. They still made me feel good, but it was 
different. He brought me paper bags filled with Boston Baked Beans, 
Lemonheads, Bazooka Joe gum, and bags of Cheetos. He would hand 
them to me with a shrug and say that he was at the store anyway, then 
he’d open his bag of barbecue Grippos as proof, but I knew the hard 
candy and chips were more than a thoughtful gesture. 
 And then one night in the dark, I saw Jabaree more clearly than I 
had all summer. We were sitting at the park talking after everyone else 
had gone home. 
 “Do you believe in reincarnation?” Jabaree asked.
 “Yeah.”
 “Why?”
 “I don’t know. Why not?” I shrugged. “We don’t know what’s out 
there.” I looked up at the black sky. “What would you want to come 
back as?”
 “No, no, no. Think about this,” Jabaree said, getting excited. “What 
if we’re already reincarnated right now and this is what we got?” He 
was always pushing me to think beyond what I considered to be deep. 
 “Do you mean that who we are right now is good or do you mean 
it’s bad?” I asked. 
 “I don’t know. It depends on the way you look at it, and who you 



58  u  Crab Orchard Review

Kristen Gentry

were before. If you were bad, you come back as something nobody 
wants to be, but you gotta deal with it and learn the lesson you didn’t 
learn the last time, right? But if you were good, you come back as 
something good.” 
 “What do you think you were before?” 
 “I think I was a king,” Jabaree declared. 
 “So that’s good?”
 “It could go either way. I might have been corrupt, or I might have 
been a really good king and I could still be a king, but I just gotta try to 
be a king in a different way and learn a new lesson. I don’t think God 
sends people back if they can’t learn anything new.” 
 “What’s the lesson?”
 “That struggle is its own reward. Mama’s always telling me that. 
I think she must have been an ant or something before.” He paused 
before asking, “What about you? What were you?”
 “A butterfly.”
 “Good or bad?”
 “I don’t know.”
 Just then, a lightning bug flew in Jabaree’s face. He swatted it, but 
the glowing pest continued to fly centimeters from the bridge of his 
nose. I laughed at Jabaree’s face illuminated by the tiny flicker of light, 
not because Jabaree’s face itself was funny, but because the face he made 
was funny. It was one of surprise and annoyance. It was a cute face. 
 “Dang,” Jabaree laughed, revealing the most perfect part of himself. 
 That night I went home and wrote my name linked to Jabaree’s 
with fat pink hearts, then I locked my diary and stashed it in a new 
hiding spot. 

My older sister was the only person I told. Since she’d been away 
at college she’d acted like everything associated with high school was 
beneath her. I knew it’d be safe to tell her because she was sure to find my 
drama too insignificant to be repeated. 
 “So what do you think?” I asked one day after Jabaree had gone home. 
 “Of what?” Tiata folded a T-shirt.
 “My friend Jabaree.”
 “He’s all right.” She shrugged and matched and balled a pair of socks.
 “Seriously?” This was a big deal. Indifference was way better than 
a flat out “Hell naw!”
 “Look, I’ma tell you this now. All men are full of shit. Alphas, 
Q-dogs, pretty, ugly. Don’t matter, it’s all shit.” Her eyes settled on an 
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orange bra, separated from her underwear pile resting on the top of 
the dryer, with cups that could easily hold both of Tiata’s plum-sized 
breasts. “Remember that, okay?” 
 Mama just threw her two cents in without me asking. One day she 
was opening a can of corn and she just blurted out how she thought 
that Jabaree was so cute the way he went on about books and wore his 
“little” polo shirts. She was gushing over Jabaree like someone would 
over a baby-sized Hawaiian shirt that would be hideous if worn by an 
adult. I didn’t want novelty. I wanted somebody fine. 
 “What about his face?” I asked.
 Her gushing slowed as she dispensed regular-flow, tap-water wisdom. 
“A face is not the only thing that makes somebody attractive, Lettie.” 
 Even though she was old to me at the time, I valued her opinion, 
but it was difficult for me to tell if she had ever practiced what she 
preached. My father’s really handsome, and I’m not just saying that 
because he’s my father. Women are always trying to get girlfriend-y 
with Mama so they can get a closer look at Daddy’s devilishly charming 
smile with the slight, Eddie Murphy-type gap in the middle of his two 
front teeth, and bald head, bronzy-red and shiny like a penny, that 
urges a loving rub. These women included Miss Carmichael, who wore 
bad wigs, door-knocker earrings, and tight stretch pants with high 
heels. She meddled just as much as Mrs. Mullins. They sat on opposite 
sides of me, smoking and commenting when Jabaree headed home.
 “Girl, you can do way better,” Miss Carmichael would say, flicking 
her ashes into a large cement pot of fake roses. 
 Her idea of better was the parade of too-cute-to-be-true men not a 
shade darker than peanut shells, who opened the doors of their sports 
cars for her like angels at the beginning of the date and grinned like 
devils as they raced away, smoothing their slightly rumpled suits in the 
hours sandwiched between midnight and six o’clock. After one of her 
“dates,” the rest of the block would be burdened by the soundtrack of 
her heartbreak, Luther Vandross and Sade crawling out of her screen 
windows and onto the sill bricks, the sidewalk, like tears on a face 
until someone else gave her a business card and a smile and then it was 
Kool & the Gang and Michael Jackson. 
 “Don’t listen to her,” Mrs. Mullins would retort with a roll of her 
eyes before taking a long drag. 
 I was having a hard time wondering who to believe. In the 
meantime, Jabaree and I developed a daily ritual. 
 He and I would sit nearly thigh to thigh on the living room couch 
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watching TV and he’d tap me on my arm and be like, “Look at him!” 
or turn to me and be so close that I could almost taste the Juicy Fruit in 
his mouth and he’d ask, “Did you see that?” which most of the time I 
hadn’t because I was lost in fantasies that I was too scared to realize. He 
waited for some kind of sign, a look or reciprocation of his touch that I 
never gave. I kept my head turned straight toward the TV to avoid any 
lip bumping, even as I thought about how soft his lips must be. 
 We sat together—me with my arms crossed over my chest, Jabaree 
with a throw pillow resting in his lap—hiding our popped up body 
parts, too vulnerable to do anything but act like they weren’t there. 
I felt like I was poised on the edge of a cliff with my knees bent and 
ready to jump, but then I’d look down, see how far I could fall, and 
step back. 
 Needless to say, that shit got exhausting. By the time the Back-to-
School Dance came around I think Jabaree and I were both just tired. 
 We were sitting on the porch when Teidre ran up waving the hot 
pink flyer for the dance like it was the golden ticket to Willy Wonka’s 
chocolate factory. She went on and on about how she was going to wear 
her hair in spiral curls and how Kalvin, “with his fine self,” was going 
to be loving her. She was deep in her fantasy when Jabaree turned to 
me, opened his mouth, and snapped her out of it. 
 “You wanna go?” He tried to make it sound casual, like he was 
asking me if I wanted a piece of gum, but we all knew that he was 
asking me out on a date.
 Teidre stopped talking and sat stiffly in a lawn chair with only her 
eyes moving back and forth from me to Jabaree. She looked like some 
about-to-be victim in Night of the Living Dead who was surrounded by 
zombies. 
 “Yeah.” I shrugged, despite my internal giddiness and fear.
 Teidre broke things down for me after Jabaree left. “You know this 
means you’ll have to dance with him, right?”
 “Yeah.”
 Her eyes bugged in panic. “Well, what are you gonna do?” 
 “Dance.” I made it sound simple, like it was just two people coming 
together to enjoy a song, but nothing at thirteen that involved bodies 
and someone of the opposite sex was ever that easy. Everything was 
politics and strategy. 
 “Look.” She crossed her legs and got serious. “Jungle J’s cool. Y’all 
hang out, whatever, but what about your kids?”
 Since I was thirteen at the time and just a wink from a guy could 
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send me planning the colors of our wedding, Teidre’s rationale (me 
liking Jabaree = boyfriend = husband = kids) wasn’t outrageous. 
 “One cute person plus one ugly person equals cute kids,” I stated, 
but I was unsure if I could even be considered cute. 
 “No. You’ve got a fifty-percent chance of having ugly kids. You could 
probably bump that up to about seventy-five percent; he looks like he’d 
have the dominant genes.” She walked over to me and pinched my chin 
between her thumb and pointer finger. “There’s a line in the middle. If you 
had kids, you’d have a girl.” She shook her head. “I can’t have no ugly girl. 
You don’t want an ugly boy either, but it’s way worse with girls.”

Jabaree’s mother, Miss Hobbs, said she would take us to the 
dance so I went to his house at seven-thirty. When I knocked on the 
door, she greeted me with her perfect smile and told me to go on 
upstairs to Jabaree’s room. Miss Hobbs was a pretty, petite woman. 
The first time I saw her, I knew where Jabaree had gotten his buckeye-
black skin and straight teeth. Everything else must have come from his 
father. I wondered if Miss Hobbs had considered what kind of genes 
she’d be dealing with when she’d chosen Jabaree’s daddy, if she’d felt 
like she was gambling.
 I found Jabaree standing in front of his dresser mirror brushing 
his hair. 
 “You not done yet?”
 “I didn’t know what to wear. I didn’t want to get too dressed up.” 
He wore khaki pants, a red polo shirt, and his standard white Adidas. 
 “Yeah, me either.” I kicked out a pink Converse tennis shoe for 
proof. I wore my Chucks with two pairs of socks (pink and turquoise, 
both scrunched), a ruffled, acid-washed blue jean skirt, and an off-the-
shoulder turquoise shirt. My hair was crimped, and my lips glossed in 
the faintest shade of fuchsia that Mama would allow.
 “You look real nice.”
 “Thanks.” 
 He turned around to look me in the eyes. “No, for real. I mean it.”
 “And for real, thanks,” I replied with an uneasy laugh. I sat in the 
chair by his window and watched him continue brushing his hair. 
 “I hope they play good music and not just that kiddie or white stuff.” 
 “Last year they played pretty good stuff.”
 “Aw, for real?” He squirted some moisturizing hair lotion in his 
hand, rubbed his hands together, then swirled his flattened palms all 
around his head. 
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 “Yeah.”
 “Did you dance a lot?” Jabaree brushed the lotion into his hair in 
swift strokes. 
 “Yeah.”
 “You gonna dance tonight?” He got to the front of his head and 
dragged the hard bristles from the middle of his head to the edge of his 
hairline. His waves shone a twinkling black. 
 “Yeah, Jabaree. It’s a dance, ain’t it?” The question came out in 
a harsher tone than I had intended. I was nervous. “Are you gonna 
dance?” I tried to smooth over my roughness. 
 “Yeah, girl. I’m gonna break it down like this.” Jabaree did the 
robot with a dead serious look on his face and the brush still in his 
hand.
 “You bet not do that.”
 Jabaree and I laughed, but Jabaree stopped abruptly. He set his 
brush down on the dresser. “Do you think I’m ugly?” His face was 
dead serious just like it had been when he was play-dancing only 
seconds ago, but I knew this wasn’t a joke. 
 “What?” I reached for my arm, instinctively searching for 
something to scratch. “Why you ask me something crazy like that?”
 “Because I want to know. For real, Lettie. You can tell me. I know 
you’re my friend. Do you think I’m ugly?”
 I looked him in the eyes and I didn’t say “hunh” or try to scratch 
something that didn’t itch. I told him the truth as I saw it in that 
moment, and I told him no. Then, because the moment was too raw, I 
added, “Stop being stupid.” 
 “Yeah, right. Tell me anything, girl.” Jabaree puckered his meaty 
lips in skepticism. 
 I would have left well enough alone, but that face he made was 
cute. All his faces had become cute to me, and I wanted him to know 
that I’d meant what I said so I walked over and kissed him. 
 It was a kiss that began as soft pecks like questions and answers: 
 “Do you want to?”
 “Yeah, do you?”
 “Are you sure?”
 “Unh-hunh.”
 Then Jabaree’s arms were around my waist, and it was the kind of 
grown-people kiss I’d always wanted. 
 You’d think a kiss like that would have made things easier and 
helped me confirm my feelings for Jabaree, but once we were out of 



Crab Orchard Review  u  63

Kristen Gentry

his room and on our way to the dance I was so nervous and unsure I 
thought I was going to throw up. 
 Jabaree and I both sat in the backseat. I looked out the window the 
whole time like I’d never seen the L&N building or the White Castle 
on Broadway before. I felt Jabaree looking at me. If it had been the 
day, or even hours, before, I would have asked him if he had a staring 
problem. I would have joked with him and been all smart alecky like I 
usually was, but the feeling in my stomach and the memory of his lips 
on mine let me know that things weren’t like they usually were. 
 When we got to the club, Teidre waved us over to the booth that 
she’d saved for me, Jabaree, and the guys. I sat beside Jabaree, but we 
were all bunched up in the half-moon-shaped booth with the guys 
to the left and Teidre and me on the right, so we looked like one big 
group until more people started arriving and Teidre and the guys got 
up to mingle. If I had been by myself I would have mingled too, but 
I didn’t know what to do with Jabaree, who felt like an extra limb, 
a cumbersome addition that deformed me and made any movement 
awkward. My feelings were exaggerated by the girls from the drill team 
who came over to the booth where Jabaree and I were sitting, nursing 
cups of Sprite with enough room between us to fit two people. Like 
marbles on a crooked table, their eyes kept rolling over to Jabaree as 
they talked about what they’d done over the summer and how excited 
they were about high school. Their visit was brief. 
 After the girls left, Jabaree got some points and snickers and a 
loud ass “Goddamn!” from some dude who looked old enough to take 
his ass to a real club. When Teidre came back over to the table, I had 
my face dipped so low in my cup that I could have drowned off of the 
trickle of flat Sprite at the bottom. Ricky Houston came over and tried 
to throw some tired, you-so-black joke for Teidre’s benefit since he’d 
been liking her forever, but Teidre shut that shit down quick. 
 “Move, Ricky. Don’t nobody feel like smelling your funk breath 
tonight.” She pushed him out of her face and grabbed my hand, 
rescuing me and Jabaree with one quick motion. “Come on. Let’s 
dance. What ya’ll sitting here for?”
 Jabaree wasn’t playing when he said he was going to break it 
down. He was on the floor looking like moving art with the rotating 
green, yellow, and red disco lights roaming over his body. People 
stepped back and gave him room so he could move and they could 
watch. He started line dances and people followed, concentrating on 
his feet, trying to learn the steps. They dipped, shook, and added their 
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own flavor once their feet fell into rhythm with Jabaree’s. Dancing that 
good made people forget or not care about what Jabaree looked like. 
He had girls in the front of him shaking their butts and girls behind 
him swinging their hair. Even Teidre bent over and let him do the 
dog walk and the no-contact ass smack with her at the beginning of 
George Clinton’s “Atomic Dog.”
 When Jabaree and I danced, I could enjoy the feeling of his 
body moving with mine without worrying about people coupling 
us up since he’d danced with so many other girls. During our first 
dance, my back to his front, his hand brushed against my waist and 
the warm shock of him went through my body like a first swallow of 
hot chocolate. I loved that feeling, so we danced to the next song and 
the next one, and when New Edition’s “If It Isn’t Love” faded into 
Whitney Houston’s “Didn’t We Almost Have It All,” there wasn’t even 
a question. I just turned around, wrapped my arms around his neck, 
and started swaying. I had dreamt of this moment, but in my dreams 
I’d never opened my eyes and seen Tamara Harding and Victory 
Jameson with their chins perched on their boyfriends’ shoulders, 
looking at me and holding a conversation as they slow-danced side 
by side. I couldn’t hear them, but I read their eyebrows and lips, their 
noses scrunched up like I stank. 
 I’d gotten caught up in my feelings and forgotten the thirteen-year-
old’s equation for slow dancing—slow dancing = going together = marriage 
= uniting as one. There was a world of difference, about the distance 
from Africa to America, between jamming to New Jack Swing versus 
swaying to love ballads. Power, crowns, school offices, and senior 
superlatives could be determined based on whose arms you were 
rocking in when a certain song was played. 
 Teidre never forgot the rules. She was all over my rescue mission. 
From across the dance floor, she triumphantly raised her hand, 
clutched with Kevin’s, as if Kevin in his Miami Vice suit was a prize 
she’d won for me. 
 Kevin tapped Jabaree’s shoulder and asked if he could cut in. It 
was the kind of romantic, Prince Charming thing guys did in movies 
all the time, but people never really did that kind of stuff in real life 
because it was a major diss to the guy who would be left there standing 
alone the way Jabaree was after I looked at him in a way that I hoped 
said, “I’m sorry. Not right now. I’m not strong enough, but I told you 
the truth,” and fell into Kevin’s arms. 
 As I breathed the sweet and sour smell of Kevin’s hair and let him 
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feel on my butt and claim me, I remember wishing for God to kill me 
dead. I wanted to come back and have him put me in a better body 
because I knew if I had to make the decision again being in the same 
skin, I wouldn’t change a thing.
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Apotheosis of Kiss

I dipped my fingers in the candle wax at church—
white votives shivered in red glass

at the foot of La Virgen’s gown—
glowing green-gold.

The fever was fast—
my body ablaze,

I pulled back.
Pale silk curved on each fingertip—

peeling it away was like small gasps.
The candles flickered—

open mouths begging.
Heretics banged at the double doors.

Charismatics paraded the aisles,
twirling tapers, flinging Sunday hats.

The rapture came and went, left
me, the choir’s bright robes,

and collection baskets like broken tambourines—
What poverty, to never know,

to never slide over the lip of a candle
toward flame—raving to touch

her bare brown toes.
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Boys Who Did Not Return

In the distance across this field, 
the range of a good shotgun,
I see the austere angles of roof
of the Mennonite church
above the winter wheat, 
and an unexpected eagle 
in a tortured cottonwood. 
My mind composes itself 
with the material world
next to me: shattered glass 

of the chicken coop,
a rotting baseball,
all things hidden in his hayloft,
every object a boy can 
imagine and those he can’t, 
but mostly, things that make 
no sense to be found here: 
crushed plastic, a dented tin 
drinking cup, a rubber soldier,
rusting nails of farmhouse.
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Beauty Salon

The sole clearly black grandchild,
I suffered a Creole grandmother’s wrath.
She’d grease my hair down with green Dax, 
grind the metal teeth through as I sat 
in the musty basement, a wooden clothespin 
with two cotton balls on both sides pinched 
my nose. She’d slap Ambi onto my face 
and when I couldn’t stand the heat or stench 
of my burnt hair, she’d scrape the thick hard
bristles against my tender scalp, from the seeping
roots down to the spilt ends. At fifteen 
I grew bushy hair, flared nostrils in defiance, 
puckered lips, tanned myself into hard brown leather.



Crab Orchard Review  u  69

Jessica Garratt

First Flight

The man next to her wore a suit and a gold watch 
which he often looked earnestly
in the face. He did not look her in the face.
Sometimes he pretended to look past her
out the window, but she felt his eyes 
graze her body, as though it were the open field
below them, receiving the plane’s shadow. 

She was fifteen, and his look got inside her
like electricity, voices driven down 
phone lines, clamoring over top 
of each other, impossible to make out. 
She wanted to cover herself, and also 
to open her body completely to his eyes
where eyes had never been. She hated him, his 

bovine calm, but also she felt
as she looked down at the green checkerboard
of farms, the river beaming into the distance, 
the houses with their tiny roofs, fragile 
as fingernails under the weight of so much 
sky—she felt, as he stared at her, staring 
at all of this, a power unfolding inside her chest. 
Life had inched nearer like a warm body 
when she wasn’t looking, and suddenly— 
she existed. Her confusion 
was life’s confusion. 

Once, in the car with her mother, hurtling
through early-morning fog, a deer appeared
at the edge of the white curtain the light hung
in front of them. She saw its eyes 
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shine, its muzzle twitch, the slender leg pause 
mid-step. She had not been able to shut her eyes 
or say a word. And then, like a secret, it dissolved 
into the dark behind their car. Her mother switched 
the radio to a country station, one hand 
on the wheel, blue light on her face, not seeing a thing.
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Evenings Without the Father

Sometimes Icarus invented an ordinary 
boy’s life. He liked how loaves blazed from wood
ovens. Spectacular. And at his evening table
his friends held the rims of their daily cups of wine
with smiling lips. Their acoustic laughter
ringing, mockingbirds and nightingales
tangled through the ages. He loved the words
his friends chose to share after eating at twilight.
Their long gaze at the light glazing the supper table
and the curving crusts of bread lying on their sides
like small children sleeping in the sun. The little wefts
of cheese waiting on tin plates. He missed
his father, who stayed upstairs in the tower
where he worked and invented what his imagination
ordered. His father worked when the loneliness
pinched his dreams with its fever. But the son
is the one who takes care of both things. The fantasy
of loving the reality friendships offer. Dressed
in their regalia around the table, some roll the pits
of olives against their gates of teeth. They let themselves
recall, even now, the color of the dress some
disabused goddess wore and at one point got tired
of the wings being so bothersome and took them
off like a girl removing her heels at prom. Later
his son will creep upstairs and offer his father whatever
is left from the night. The laughter and the dancing
can’t be given again, or how each man and woman smiled, 
feeling grateful their youth had ended so tenderly, as they
kissed the boy goodnight.
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The Roosevelt

There, in its pre-war splendor, purple plush of seat cushions
 chafed to a kind of worn glory, like an old dame
playing Hamlet: the neighborhood theatre we walked by daily—
 forbidden to us, even as the other children’s Saturdays, logy
with soda and sweets, passed in a bland euphoria of cartoons,
 horror movies, and later, practice-kissing amid smells
of urine and Pine-Sol and burnt popcorn. Forbidden, except 
 for Bible stories like Ben-Hur and The Ten Commandments
from which I gleaned enough sexual fantasy to last me years: Heston’s
 bare chest, Stephen Boyd’s villainous cleft chin, or even 
the thrill of Pinocchio’s being swallowed by the whale until he built
 a fire inside leviathan. A few doors down was the dress shop
where my aunts got measured by an old woman driven out of Europe,
 like the shoemaker who scowled at us when handing over
our newly-heeled oxfords in a wrinkled paper bag. I was told
 my great-grandmother had willed herself to live long enough 
to see FDR assume a fourth term in office. Still, in the old album’s
 photographs she resembled Fraulein Rottenmeier in Heidi,
and I was glad she was dead so I’d have nothing to do with her. 
 I could admire her politics, admire too the others who hid
a whole family during a pogrom in Poland. We were that kind
 of Catholic, I could tell myself—though I knew I’d be forbidden
to graze the lips of a Jewish boy with my lips. And so would he.
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Clogging Practice at the National Guard Armory
 Calhoun, Georgia, 1983

We spent those Thursday nights like the ball of the foot 
the rest of the week swings round, in that great wide room 
with ceilings high as an aviary, slipping on our clogging shoes, 
just an old patent leather pair of Mary Janes daddy nailed 
taps to clink-plinking in our hands. Tow-headed boys 
and dark-haired girls still wearing baby fat and sticky 
chins, leaning against our mommas who hen-perched 
in folding chairs, we waited for the call of crackling static, 
needle hiss-bumping over the seams of the record, 
the first bars of “Elvira” and “Rocky Top” sending us 
two hundred strong onto the floor—time only for a flash-
splash smile and the room sizzled with the snap and click, 
crack and snick of taps against cement, swishing hum 
of jeaned legs rubbing in heel toe, heel toe, grapevine, 
shuffle. Like a wheeling flock of birds, wings flap-snapping
against the floor of the sky, we sang our staccato notes 
into the dusking day as the first-wish stars came out.
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Church Girls

At twelve I decided to declare publicly
that my sins had been forgiven, so I sloshed
down the steps of the echoey baptismal
in front of God and all those boys
and let my hair get completely wet and stood there
looking drowned. In the name
of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, I baptize thee
Ginger Lynn Adcock so that everyone
might stare at thee when it’s over
and see thy flat hair. My best friend Shawna
did this with me. But I knew, even wet,
she would look pretty. She had slick
blonde hair and readier fingers than mine. Boys
would approach us late at night on Wednesdays,
after the Missionary Meeting, and look 
right at her. She’d look away—
as if the grass were somehow interesting; 
I’d look right at them: their arms, their chests, their 
splayed feet, their thick eyebrows jerking around for her.
They’d take me in with their eyes—around my edges 
then up through the middle—ask us to follow them 
back into the darkened passageways 
of the Sunday School building. We’d sneak 
in the dark, feeling along the stuccoed walls, 
and one or all of them would scream 
and send the bats into a startled thudding flutter 
of wings. We would scream then too, 
at the thought of bats caught and flapping 
in our hair, at the idea of the dark, the possibility
of their hands, afraid of all we wanted—and reaching.
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Fasting

From this angle, it’s starvation:
 brittle columns of basalt
 the hunger of tumbleweeds
 cheatgrass with its sharp, hollow stalks.

Sand scrapes sagebrush, cement, skin.
Skin clings to joints, wrist bones, pelvis 
 embracing the deception of emptiness.

Underground burrows of shade and waiting.
A body sustaining itself on calcium and bile.
 Something is always overlooked.

Cock your head and there’s strength
in the hard curl of collarbone,
 the determined concavity.

From this angle, it’s conservation:
 a mediation of surface
 faith that wind and resistance pare the frivolous
 and beyond the frivolous,
        strength.
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For My Sister

Because someone has been stealing her 
money, she tucks dollar bills into the cuffs 

of socks, coins in the pockets of low-slung
embroidered jeans; because she is only eleven, 

and last week another girl admired her coat, 
leather soft as the flesh of young breasts, 

then took it home, my sister sheds hat, 
gloves, new coat at the skating rink door 

into our mother’s waiting hands. Already 
the world requires of her a certain wisdom. 

These few hours, she will be a child, rolling 
circles, figure eights, broad sweeping arcs, 

painting the polished floor with grace of legs, 
heron body. Her brown hair a wing beneath 

moons of disco lights. On wood scarred 
by wheels, she crosses her arms, holds tight 

her best friend’s hands, the two girls spinning 
like dragonflies above dark water, one held 

aloft by strength of the other. This moment, 
flight; the next, bodies bracing for the fall.
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First Lessons

While the summer sky 
was thread through with 
silver light and the cicadas 
hummed with pleasure, 
Alison, the queen of the 9th 

grade, was talking about 
love—all hips and skin 
and tongues. Next door 
the palm reader’s gigantic 
hand loomed over us 

like an omen in some 
B-movie, tracing out 
our destinies from thumb 
to palm, throwing our
glossed lips into silhouette. 

Across the street protestors
lined the sidewalks like 
scarecrows while girls 
were hugged through 
the doorway of the clinic, 

reminding us that life wasn’t 
at all like we’d imagined—
even the tight clutch 
of romance could 
leave you thirsty.
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Juniper 

Piercing the juniper berry,
I think of gin, that first swig
I took in the kitchen with him.
Lying on the floor, alone in the house 
for the night, homework done or unattended,
we performed our own science experiment.
If I lie down on top of you, if I let you
lie on top of me, if I kiss your lips
smelling like bubble gum, if I swallow
this gin that smells so good—How will it feel?
How will it taste? Will my parents get home
in time to save me? 

When he drove my car, the steering wheel
got sticky from his after-school job
at the Dairy Queen. It’s not even made 
of milk, he told me, letting me in 
on a secret, just as I had lied 
to my parents about my destination. 
We’d drive around downtown,
then head out to that place
by the county line where, if you sped up
just fast enough, the car went airborne
for a good long moment before 
it dropped your heart and stomach.

Out there in the country, he lay me down
in the back seat and took off my blouse. 
I wondered how far we’d have to go 
to feel connected, his sticky hands
beneath my bra, my inexperienced mouth 
wherever he wanted it. Oh, what 
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my parents don’t know, I thought 
to myself as I gave in. The gin dropped 
by inches, but my clothing,
my so-called limitless future, 
it dropped like that heart, 
like that first swallow.
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Go Hawaiian

In eighth grade, Jill Frangos & I sang
the Hawaiian Punch theme song like Donny & Marie; not like them
we kissed in the coat closet
        or behind the church
where we confessed our sins & tried to make each other giggle

before Eucharist. In eighth grade we made promises to each other
we didn’t know
        we couldn’t keep. In eighth grade

Jill Frangos shot twenty-four foul shots in a row
while I hit two (my third missing hoop & backboard 
completely). She didn’t care:

her voice like candy thrown at a parade.

In eighth grade I knew nothing
& still scored perfectly on algebra exams, history exams,
spelling exams & so earned a spot in the back corner
right beside Jill Frangos. There we sang & made fun

& invited each other over 
for Friday night fish dinners with spaghetti.
                  Her mother once chaperoned us
at the roller rink: we skated the oval countless times
our fingers interlocked,
        counter-clockwise
with the rest of the skaters, as if we were all trying 
to keep it eighth grade forever:
        already my voice faltered
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when we sang our Hawaiian Punch, already my facial hair
grew darker. 

         When Jill Frangos fell that day she pulled me down with her;
we lay on the hard floor for a minute as long as eighth grade
me on top of her—face to face—
           our laughter diffused
in the scattered dimes of a disco ball’s light,
neither of us wanting to get back up.
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How the Bryant Boy Will Know

Their name for you tastes bitter and uncooked.
Do not listen when they say you were adopted.

Hear your given, gnaw upon this gristle.
You are someone’s missing boy.

Your father named you
Jeremiah.

Your mother was slaughtered,
set on fire for her newborn.

These people do not spring from you.
Your parents laughed together, married

and sucked marrow. Your sickle cell
was not a fluke, disease come up out

of nowhere. You have two pretty sisters, fourteen
distant cousins. There were three straight generations

of fine, hot-tempered men. Your father never
lost a fight, or slept a dreamless night.

When you crave tender meat, they say they want their money back.
Do not laugh. Find the cash. Follow fresher air.
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Caving

Boys like these three—shirtless, suntanned and sinewy above 
low-slung cut-offs, hair as long as a girl’s and parted down the middle—
seem not to have parents. They’re another species. Wild and ungoverned. 
Phoebe is watching them laugh and holler as they swing on a fraying 
rope over the stream, intent on splashing and noise. Once, the rope and 
the wide arc of its swing over the water would’ve thrilled her. If that 
impulse is still there, it’s buried somewhere deep down, covered over 
by an acute self-consciousness: what if her bathing suit top slipped off, 
the bottoms filled with heavy water and sagged? What would the brown 
water do to her suit? She loves this bright yellow two-piece, saved up her 
babysitting money to buy it. 
 At thirteen, that kind of play is so newly off limits to her that 
Phoebe doesn’t yet miss it. She is focused on her tan and has brought 
for the purpose of tanning, baby oil, sunglasses and a large beach towel. 
There is no beach, however. The stream cuts through muddy clay and 
shale. There isn’t sand anywhere, just grit and silty water before it gets 
deep. Phoebe has arranged her towel in the mowed grass. It’s brittle 
and brown and buggy. A dragonfly buzzes near her head—almost 
pretty with its iridescent body, but too big, overgrown. She swats it 
away, impatient with the noise, the swampy heat.
 If Phoebe had been consulted, she would’ve picked a vacation at a 
beach with sand like sugar and clear turquoise water, or a hotel with a 
pool, a sparkling blue gem by which she could position herself. What 
else? A chaise lounge and a stack of new beauty magazines. She’s just 
discovered these and reads them as if she were preparing for an exam, 
as if it is a language she must rapidly become fluent in. And it is!
 What else does she need? Cafés and restaurants where she could 
sit in air conditioning and people watch, check out their clothes and 
hairstyles, their laughing conversations and gestures. Families engaged 
in eating breakfast, not even aware of their enviable wholeness—mother, 
father, sister, brother. She would sip a cold drink and observe.
 But instead she’s here, at a state park in southern Missouri in 
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August with her father and her younger brother Nathanial. They’re 
camping, something that before the divorce included her mother. If 
she were here, her mother wouldn’t like the heat and humidity any 
more than Phoebe does, and she wouldn’t be shy about it either. This, 
Phoebe thinks, might be what her father objected to in her mother—
her opinions and commentary. His girlfriend, Lou, is certainly quieter, 
but it’s clear that even without saying anything, Lou’s in charge. Their 
father is always squeezing her shoulder, asking her how she’s feeling, 
all apologetic and mushy. Earlier Nat had asked why Lou hadn’t come 
camping too. “Lou needed some peace and quiet,” their father had said 
and smiled at them as if they could surely understand that. 
 “Oh,” Nat had said.
 While Phoebe, too, wishes to be elsewhere, she has begun a 
campaign of perky cheerfulness. This means she must hold her tongue, 
reserve her opinions, and look for the positive whenever possible. Her 
magazines insist that nobody wants to be around a grump, but it’s 
hard, so hard, when one has such horrible hair! This weather turns her 
curly dark hair into a frizzy thicket. If she were pretty, she thinks, it 
would be easier to be cheerful. In general Phoebe prefers the articles 
about fashion or summer make-up. This advice is easier to follow even 
if the results are not always as promised.
 She’s had it with this heat. She stands and begins to pack up her 
stuff. There’s a loud whoop from the stream and a series of splashes. 
When she looks up, one of the boys is waving in her direction. She 
squints, starts to wave back, but isn’t sure. 
 “What’s your name?” he calls.
 Phoebe hugs her rolled-up towel in front of her. “Me?”
 “Yeah, you.” It’s the boy with his shorts the lowest, as if he lacks 
the girth to keep them up.
 “Phoebe,” she says, her voice wavering into the bug sounds, the 
splash of the stream, the crunch of car tires kicking up gravel. There is 
no wind to carry her words toward him.
 “Baby?” he says, arms akimbo. The other boys hoot with hilarity.
 “Baby?” they call in imitation. And then “Baby, Baby, Baby!” as if 
in ecstasy.
 She broils with humiliation, can actually feel herself growing 
warmer as she turns and heads for the campsite. Bad hair! Bad name! 
 At their campsite, her father looks up from the fire he’s building. 
“How’s the water?” 
 “Fine,” she says, forcing a smile.



Crab Orchard Review  u  85

Rachel Hall

The next morning, she wakes to birds trilling what sounds 
like “true, true, true,” and to hazy light through the tent walls. Her 
arm over her eyes smells like the bug spray they all put on at dark, and 
despite it, she’s been bitten on the boniest part of her ankle. It bleeds 
almost as soon as she begins scratching.
 Last night, her father sat at the campfire, drinking a beer after he’d 
told them lights out—a joke since there are no lights in the tent. For a 
while she listened to the cicada symphony, the logs cracking and shifting 
in the fire, but she must have fallen asleep before he came in to sleep. He’s 
slept; she can tell from his crumpled sleeping bag. Nat is still sleeping, his 
thumb crammed in his mouth, a habit he has—at eight—mostly given 
up. If their mother were here, she’d gently remove his thumb. She worries 
about his bite, the cost of orthodontia. Phoebe feels guilty, but she isn’t 
going to put her hands in Nat’s hot mouth, isn’t willing to touch his white, 
waterlogged thumb. Nor does she want to wake him, to start his incessant 
baseball talk. He’s in what her mother calls his sportscaster phase. He’s 
got the intonation of real sportscasters down pat—the annoying rhythm 
and drawl, the voice climbing and pausing, the swagger. 
  Her father’s back at the fire, this time with a cast-iron skillet set 
on a grate. Phoebe smells bacon and coffee, good morning smells. 
“Morning, Daddy,” she says, stepping out of the tent.
 “Morning,” he says, and though she’s already zipping and tying 
the tent opening, “Get the flaps.” 
 The sun is a pale lozenge behind the haze, the air thick already. 
Why can’t they vacation somewhere dry like the desert? Or cool 
like the mountains where she’d wake to crisp pine-scented air? She 
imagines herself dressed for such a destination, a heathery sweater 
knotted around her shoulders, her hair smooth and sleek.
 “Hungry?” her father asks.
 “Sure,” she says. 
 “Good, good.”
 Sitting on the log, in his red-and-black plaid shirt, his graying 
hair and beard scruffy, her father looks like a mountain man, not a 
professor of labor history. When he still lived with them, he used to 
wear blue cotton pajamas. She’s forgotten that detail from their life 
before, and now she misses those pajamas with an intensity that makes 
her sink onto the log across from her father. He pours himself some 
coffee from the aluminum coffee pot. It smells rich and smoky. Phoebe 
always thinks coffee will taste good, but whenever she’s tasted it, she 
finds it disappointingly bitter. 
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 Nat emerges from the tent, his eyes puffy from sleep. “Dad?”
 “Yes, son.” 
 “What are we doing today?”
 Phoebe gets herself and Nat orange juice from the cooler. She’s 
forgotten to shake the container, so it’s watery and bland. 
 “Did you know that Missouri is the cave state?” their father asks.
 Neither child had known this. He likes to give them facts like this, 
her father. Also numbers and information, Latin names for things. 
Phoebe suspects this is the way he talks with his students, posing 
questions, dispensing information. Her father was thrilled when Phoebe 
was interested in dolphins years ago and still clips articles about them 
for her, buys her books about marine biology.
 “Yup, it’s true,” he says. “More than five thousand caves and 
caverns. And today, we’re going into one of the biggest.”
  “Do you think we’ll we see bats?” Nat asks.
 “Quite possibly,” their father says. “As well as other animals that 
have adapted to cave life.”

Phoebe and Nat are cleaning up the breakfast pots and pans, 
when the boys from the river pass the campsite. They’ve got on T-shirts 
today and are carrying towels. One of them is smoking. 
 Phoebe averts her eyes, works the sponge extra hard on the skillet. 
She feels her cheeks growing warm.
 “Howdy.” The skinniest of the boys is before her, grinning. 
 “Hi,” Phoebe says. She sees he has one brown eye and one blue, 
both of them rimmed with dark lashes. 
 “You going swimming?” he asks.
 “Maybe,” she says.
 “I’ll look for you,” he says.
 She watches him saunter away toward the river, his golden hair 
swaying as he walks.
 “Who’s that?” Nat asks. “How do you know him? What’s his 
name?”
 “Try asking one question at a time,” Phoebe says.
 “He’s your boyfriend!” Nat says. “Phoebe has a boyfriend!”
 “Shut up!” she hisses. This is exactly the wrong thing to do, 
she knows immediately. It calls attention to what she’d like to keep 
hidden—her embarrassment and curiosity, a strange prickly pleasure. 
She thinks, for some reason, of Nat’s thumb when he stops sucking—
pale and wrinkled.
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 “Dad,” Nat says, gleeful, confident in his position as the one 
maligned. “Phoebe told me to ‘shut up.’”
 
In the car, on the way to the cave, Phoebe sees herself in the 
rearview mirror. Her hair is a lumpy frizzy mess. How is it possible to 
look both mousy and clown-like? Somehow she has managed. Running 
her fingers through her hair does no good. Her father catches her eye 
in the rearview mirror and sings, “You’re so vain, you probably think 
this song is about you, don’t you, don’t you? You’re so vain.” 
 She needs to get away, to a place with a powerful blow dryer, 
hairspray. Doesn’t vanity suggest she likes what she sees? The unfairness 
of this, of everything really—the stupid heat, her bad hair, her mother’s 
absence—surges through her.
 
At least it will be cool. Her father tells them it’s never 
higher than sixty degrees in the caves. The line for the tickets is long, 
but at last they are in the elevator. Its steel doors close and they go 
down with a jolt. Phoebe takes her father’s hand. It feels cool and 
familiar in hers. 
 When the elevator doors open, it’s like entering a refrigerator—
cool and dim. She feels comfortable for the first time in days. They’re 
in a big room, filled with placards and cases which detail the cave’s 
history. 
 As they wait for the tour to begin, they examine the displays. This 
cave was used as a dance hall, for storing munitions during the Civil 
War and later as a hideout for Jesse James. A cave nearby—the Bridal 
Cave—is used still for weddings. The photos show a groom in a light blue 
tuxedo carrying his bride. Her big white dress balloons out from his 
arms. They’re smiling, posed before an impressive bunch of stalactites. 
This makes Phoebe think of her parents’ wedding pictures—different 
in every way from these. To Phoebe’s disappointment, her mother 
didn’t wear a wedding dress, but a pale yellow suit, a matching pillbox 
hat on her dark hair. Still, her mother was smiling and pretty next to 
her father, his face beardless, young and hopeful and grinning. 
 Last spring, her mother had let her take the photo out of the album 
and use it for her social studies project—a family tree. She’d done well 
on the project even though she’d waited until the night before it was 
due to assemble everything on poster board. She used to love this kind 
of project—the opportunity to bring out her ruler and markers, to 
color borders and write in her best handwriting, and that part was 
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still fun. This time, though, much effort had gone into disguising her 
parents’ divorce. It isn’t anyone’s business. 
 At Curriculum Night at her school, her mother had stood before 
Phoebe’s project, her lips pursed, but she hadn’t said anything about 
the omissions. Looking at Phoebe’s project, you’d never know that 
her parents were divorced, that her father was living with one of his 
graduate students in a duplex near campus, that Phoebe and Nat sleep 
on a foldout couch there every other weekend.
 “Alrighty!” the tour guide says, calling the group together. “Shall 
we?” He begins passing out lanterns for them to use as they move into 
the dark back rooms of the cave. Besides the history of the cave, the 
guide lectures about the underground ecosystem, points out gypsum 
flowers—white cotton-like crystals that seem to bloom from the cave 
walls. They are shown the colorless and blind crayfish that live in the 
cave’s underwater lakes. “There is no need for eyes in the total darkness 
of the cave,” the guide explains. “Nor a need for color to attract a mate 
or for camouflage.” When the guide holds up the crayfish, Phoebe can 
make out its veins and organs through the transparent outer shell. 
 Much is made by the guide of the term spelunker, a term used for 
foolish amateurs who venture into caves unprepared and then must be 
rescued by the more knowledgeable and well-equipped caver. Even the 
word spelunker has a silly feel to it, Phoebe thinks. 
 They move deeper into the cave where they see the world’s largest 
geode. Is she bored? Not entirely, though her mind wanders, back to 
the boy with the mismatching eyes, to her stomach which has begun 
to growl, to her mother—what is she doing without Phoebe and Nat? 
Phoebe imagines her as bereft without them, smoking at the kitchen 
table all alone. But what if she’s having fun—laughing, going dancing? 
This is even more unsettling. 
 “I need a volunteer,” the guide says, “a true caver.” Hands shoot up, 
and some of the younger kids call out, “Me! Me!” The guide wanders 
into the group, pretending to assess the tourists. “Someone just your 
size,” he says stopping before Phoebe. He takes her by the shoulders 
and leads her before the group. She’s struck dumb by the guide’s sure 
movements, his practiced banter. He puts a heavy hat on her head, 
spins her around so she faces the rest of the group. She doesn’t want 
to do whatever it is he’s preparing her for. He is explaining her task to 
the group, then he bends and whispers in her ear, but she can’t really 
make sense of the directions, something about the way the tunnel 
connects to the final room. Then she is on the wooden steps that lead 
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to a tunnel. So many events in her life seem like this—she is forced by 
some momentum not her own to go forward, to do what she would 
never choose herself. Her father gives her the thumbs-up sign and 
grins. Nat is beside him, waving. If she’s had an opportunity to object, 
it’s way past.
 Inside the tunnel, her headlight illuminates a foot or two in front 
of her, makes everything gleam red and eerie. There is a strip of carpet 
on the tunnel bottom and though it feels slightly damp beneath her 
knees, she’s grateful that it is there—both guide and protection. She 
crawls as fast as she can, trying not to think of the rush of water that 
formed this tunnel or of earthquakes and the way they might shuffle—
like playing cards—the layers of earth, burying Phoebe here for some 
future people to discover. No, she trains her thoughts on the light at the 
end (the phrase “light at the end of the tunnel” is used too carelessly, 
she will find from now on, its urgency smoothed away like the jagged 
edges from the polished rocks one can purchase in the cave gift shop). 
There is a slight narrowing of the tunnel, then a dip down and she is 
out. The guide takes her arm, pulls her before the group again. “Thank 
you, young lady! A round of applause please, ladies and gents!” Her 
heart is beating fast and she’s shaky now that it’s over. This last room 
of the cave opens up to a gift shop and the exit. 
 “Hey there!” her father says, joining her. Nat leans into her, claiming 
her, and she lets him. She inhales his boy smell—maple and dirt. 
 In general their father is adverse to gift shops, mostly refusing 
their requests for souvenirs or candy. But today he says they may each 
spend five dollars. They take a long time choosing their treasures. In 
the end, Nat decides on a caving hat like the one Phoebe wore in the 
tunnel and some chewing gum made to look like pebbles. Phoebe 
picks out earrings made out of polished rose quartz. They will look 
pretty on her mother.

The noise. This is what she is first aware of—the erratic, beating 
sound of the rain coming down so hard that it’s difficult to see. The 
parking lot is a lake; the cars moving through it send up more water, 
more noise. 
 “Shit,” their father says. He looks back at the cave, then out to 
their car. “We’ll have to make a run for it, guys.” 
 The rain stings where it pelts them. They are running blind. Inside 
the car, they use Kleenex to dry themselves. Everything else—their 
towels and blankets—is at the campsite. “The campsite!” Nat says. “The 
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tent!” As they drive no one bothers to say maybe this is a localized 
storm, maybe their stuff is dry. The rain is steady all the way there. 
They follow the other cars, hazard lights flashing, everyone inching 
through the rain. Her father is hunched over the wheel, his jaw set, 
so Phoebe doesn’t say anything. She shivers, hugs her arms around 
herself. In the back seat, Nat is recounting some game, but quietly.
 The campground is pitiful. Mud has splattered the sides of their 
tent and the top sags from the water pooled there. The awning is 
flapping about in the wind. Inside, everything is wet—their books and 
sleeping bags and clothes. There is nothing to do but begin packing 
up. The other campers have already vacated, leaving behind bulging 
garbage bags, beer bottles, a deflated inner tube. They take down the 
tent, fold it as best they can. By the time they are finished packing, they 
are completely soaked and muddy. Phoebe is glad no one is around to 
see her mud-splattered legs, her hair plastered to her face and neck. 
 As they pass the RV grounds, Phoebe sees the boys from the river. 
They’re under an awning of a big green striped camper, sitting in 
lawn chairs. Next to them is a man with a crew cut and an enormous 
woman in a flowered housedress. Their parents. Phoebe doesn’t wave 
or look back.
 “We’ll find a hotel,” their father says. “The park has one.” But 
when they get close, they see that others have had the same idea and 
the NO VACANCY light is on, bright green through the rain. On the 
Interstate, they pass other hotels, even a string of dinky cabins, the 
cars pulled up in front, but they’re all full too. 
 At the restaurant where they stop to clean up and eat, their father 
calls Lou from the pay phone. Phoebe and Nat stand nearby, pulling 
the knobs on the cigarette machine. Their father laughs at something 
Lou says. 
 “What’s so funny, Dad?” Nat asks, when their father hangs up.
 “She said ‘we sure needed the rain,’” he says, smiling a tentative, 
watery smile. 
 It is true, of course. On the way down here, they had driven by 
fields of corn shriveling on its stalks, scrawny, burnt-looking nubbins 
of soybean plants. But who says such a thing? When they are older, 
Phoebe and Nat will say this to each other: “We sure needed that 
rain,” code for your concerns mean nothing to me. By then, Lou will be 
long gone, won’t know how her disregard and selfishness have shaped 
them—and not all for the worse.
 Back in the car, they drive to the noise of the rain, the splat and 
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hiss, the screech of the wipers when the rain lightens, their busy whir 
when it pours again. When they go under a bridge, the sound stops 
momentarily—a relief, but over too soon. Back into the clatter they go. 
After awhile, Nat falls asleep in the back seat. 
 Her father passes Phoebe a bar of chocolate. “This was going to 
be for s’mores,” he says, and she’s touched he’s remembered how she 
loves these. She breaks off a piece of chocolate, lets the square melt on 
her tongue. 
 “Were you scared in the tunnel?” 
 “Not until I was out,” Phoebe says.
 Her father laughs. “I know what you mean.”
 She loves his laugh, the way his teeth show in the dark. She’s on 
the verge of telling him more now that she’s got his attention, but he 
starts in again.
 “I’m sorry we’re having to cut our vacation short, Phoebes,” he 
says. “I know it’s disappointing.”
 Next to her, her father looks rumpled and damp. What she feels 
is not disappointment, not at all, but what is it? What does she want? 
She tries to figure it out, but the words flicker just beyond her reach, 
disappear like a silvery, clear crayfish into dark water.
 The chocolate in her mouth is molten and syrupy, sweet and 
delicious. “It’s okay,” she says. 
 Outside the rain—the beautiful, brutal rain—keeps coming down.
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Electric Girl 

Noel’s sister and her friends are making rugs down in the 
family room. They’ve taken over, with piles of old clothes torn into strips 
and big weird wooden racks spread across the room so the place looks like 
a sort of makeshift infirmary. Rug-making is the latest craze in middle 
schools across the nation, so he’s been told at the dinner table, where Beth, 
his sister, and Neil, his twin brother, take turns sharing the fascinating 
details of their lives. Noel doesn’t bother with sharing, himself. He’s been 
working on an article about the chupacabra, which will be so good when 
it’s finished that he’s ninety percent sure it will get published in the Fortean 
Times. But he doesn’t talk about that at dinner or anywhere else. He doesn’t 
expect to be understood.
 The rug-making goes on right under his feet, his bedroom being on 
the second floor just over the family room. The squeals of the girls below 
sound like piglets trapped in a box. Most days he can tune it out, but today 
he looks up from his computer screen when he realizes the squeals are 
more frantic, like screams, and someone is calling his name, and Neil’s: 
Neeeeeeel, Nooooooel, Neeeeeel, Nooooooel, like a foreign police siren. Neil, 
he’s pretty sure, has already left for soccer practice, so it’s up to him, Noel, 
to kill the spider or whatever. He sighs, takes his computer from his lap and 
sets it gently on the bed. Just before he steps out of his room he hears from 
below an unsettling rattle-thump. The sound spurs him to trot a little faster 
down the stairs.
 He opens the door to the family room and Beth leaps at him. 
“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!” Her hands clutch the back of his neck, a 
bony knee rising to dig into the soft pudge of his middle, as if she’s trying 
to climb over him to escape. Over her shoulder he can see the rest of the 
girls, four or five of them clustered in a far corner of the room, shuddering 
and hugging and twining around each other. 
 “What in the hell is going on?” he asks. He peels Beth’s arms away and 
holds them by the wrists. “Was it a rat?” he asks. Last year there had been 
rats in the neighbor’s shed, and Noel’s mother worried for months they’d 
find their way into the house.
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 Beth shakes her head. Someone in the group of girls lets out a sob.
 “Some kind of bug?” 
 “Some kind of GHOST!” screams a tall girl, her eyes swimming like 
beta fish behind oversized glasses. Her outburst sets off another round 
of screeching. Beth wiggles her wrists in his grip and looks up at him 
beseechingly—an expression he’s never seen directed at him from anyone. 
 “This is what happened. We were working on the big rack.” She 
glances back at the biggest rug loom, a spindly structure made of pine 
dowels, haphazardly draped with pieces of old camp T-shirts. “All of us 
were, we were taking turns, and the rack started to move.”
 “Like what?” he asks.
 “Like this.” She flutters her wrists, which he is still holding. He lets go, 
and she drums her hands lightly in the air. The rest of the girls have gone 
quiet and are nodding as Beth tells the story.
 “And then?” 
 “And then it got faster, and harder, like this,” and Beth flaps her hands 
wildly against Noel’s black T-shirt. Behind her, the tall girl takes the corner 
of an occasional table and shakes it hard, so the framed photographs dance 
across it and slide to the floor.
 “Hey!” says Beth.
 “That’s what it was like,” says the girl. 
 “Okay,” says Noel, and he moves to the rack, smoothing his hand 
along its unpainted surface. 
 “This place is haunted,” whispers another girl.
 “This house is only seven years old!” says Beth. “No one has ever died 
here. Not even a pet.”
 “Indian burial ground,” somebody suggests.
 Noel smiles, amused. He’s quite pleased with the situation, grateful 
that he was the one who was home, not Neil. This is his realm of expertise. 
Who would have thought it would come in handy here, be anything more 
than a joke at his expense? He turns to the girls and studies them, trembling 
and pimply and sweet-smelling, gangly and pillowy all at once. Thirteen, 
fourteen years old. “I’m thinking, poltergeist,” he says. They stare at him, 
awed and frightened. The tall girl puts a hand over her mouth. 
 He instructs them to move, one at a time, back toward the rack. “No 
way!” he hears, but he shakes his head and points, insisting. Beth goes first, 
her shoulders squared bravely under the curtain of her blonde hair. She 
stands rigidly next to the rack and touches it with a fingertip. The rack sits 
placidly, oblivious. The tall girl goes next, then another blonde girl in tight 
black jeans cut off at the knee. The rack remains still.
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 The fourth girl steps out from the corner, pauses, and looks at Noel, 
her face a studied blank. Noel doesn’t recognize her, but that doesn’t mean 
anything; he rarely tries to distinguish one of Beth’s friends from another. 
This girl, though, with her blocky body and her sad-puppy face, looks out 
of place here, even to him. She reminds him of someone in a book, though 
the name of both character and book escape him. He looks back at her for 
a second, waiting for her expression to change, but it doesn’t. And then she 
steps forward and touches the rack.
 Before her hand is within six inches of it, the rack begins to shake. 
Noel hears a sharp intake of collective breath and snaps his fingers sternly, 
once, commanding silence. The girl darts her fingers out and clutches at 
the rack’s top spindle, and in her grip the whole skinny structure begins 
tromping the floor like an Irish dancer. Noel looks closely, trying to see if 
her arm is moving, if she is twisting the rack herself. She appears not to be; 
in fact, he can see the clench and strain of her forearm as she tries to hold 
the rack still. He looks again at her face and sees a bead of sweat near her 
eyebrow.
 It’s Jennie, someone whispers.
 The girl lets go of the rack. It skitters across the floor a foot or two as 
she bolts out of the room. There is the sound of her heavy footsteps down 
the hall, the slam of the front door. The rack sits quietly where it landed. 
 Noel steps to the window and watches as Jennie walks—doesn’t run, 
but walks quickly, determinedly—down the cobbled sidewalk. Behind 
him, the remaining girls burst into chattering pandemonium.

Back in his room, Noel puzzles over the matter. He’d managed to 
get some basic information about the girl from Beth and her friends, once 
he’d weathered their high-pitched explosion. Jennie, it appears, recently 
moved into the neighborhood, and the girls, all of whom lived within a 
three-block radius, allowed her to join their group on a probationary basis. 
No one knows much about her family. She is quiet and brings Little Debbie 
cakes in her sack lunches, which she shares. She wears acceptable brands of 
jeans and shoes. She likes the same bands that Beth likes, but doesn’t know 
all the words to the one song that is so popular now that even Noel could 
sing along to it, not that he ever would. 
 None of this helps Noel. He gets online and pages through some 
web sites about poltergeist activity, which is still the most obvious answer. 
Jennie’s the absolute right age, pubescent. There hadn’t been a palpable 
presence in the room at the time of the disturbance, no sense of distress or 
evil, á la the Bell Witch, but he was fairly sure she wasn’t pulling one off like 
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the Fox sisters. There may have been, he thinks, a kind of energy vibrating 
in the air when she was holding onto the loom. Noel recalls a tingle up his 
arms, a battery-tasting sharpness on his tongue. But did that really happen, 
or is his mind tampering with the memory to suit his needs?
 He reads through a few poltergeist case studies and makes some notes, 
then goes down the hall to Beth’s room and taps on the door.
 “Can I ask you something?”
 “What?” She is sitting at her white-and-gold vanity table, staring into 
the mirror as she works on some hairstyle involving braids and beads. 
 “Does Jennie like boys?”
 “What?” Beth meets his eyes in the mirror, then glances back over her 
shoulder. “What are you talking about?”
 Noel gestures impatiently around the room, as though some boy 
phantoms linger there to serve as examples. “Boys. Does she have a particular 
guy she likes, at school or whatever? Or somebody that she talks about?”
 Beth narrows her eyes. 
 “I’m asking,” Noel says, “because if she has feelings for somebody, 
strong, you know, physical feelings, then that could affect some things. That 
could be part of the cause of the manifestation. See, studies of poltergeist 
phenomena seem to indicate that high levels of stress or, or emotion, and 
maybe, like hormones, can actually result in telekinetic power, like, the 
ability to physically affect your surroundings, subconsciously even, like, 
like you could, she could, be moving things with just waves of energy 
thrown off by—”
 Noel stops talking. Beth is watching him raptly, twirling a wide-
toothed comb between her fingers. But he senses her interest lies not in 
his explication of theories surrounding paranormal activity. She’s swiveled 
around to face him completely, her half-braided head tilted to one side. 
 “You mean,” she says, “If Jennie has it on for some guy, like, seriously, 
bad, badder than bad, then she could move things with her mind? That 
sounds crazy.”
 “It’s not like that,” Noel says. “I mean—”
 “Is she nuts?” Beth asks. “Is she wacko?”
 “Forget it,” Noel says. “Just, literally, forget it. Do not talk about this 
with your friends. Do not talk about it at school. Have you seen that movie 
Carrie?”
 Beth widens her eyes, nods.
 “Okay then. You get me. So you’re saying Jennie does not, to your 
knowledge, have a crush or a thing of any sort for any guy in particular, at 
school or elsewhere?”
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 Beth shakes her head.
 “Okay,” Noel says again, backing out of the room and shutting the 
door. He feels as if he’s regained the upper hand, after a brief slip. 

There is nothing else to be done. He has to visit her house. Noel 
asks a few questions around school and spends five minutes on Google 
at the library to learn Jennie Morgan’s exact address, which, as it turns 
out, is less than five minutes from his own house. He plans to go there 
directly once the school day is over—the day itself, as it turns out, unfolds 
unremarkably, save for the moment when he passes Neil and his soccer 
teammates in the hall and Neil makes an uncharacteristic gesture of 
good will by inviting Noel to join them out in the parking lot for lunch. 
Apparently someone has sneaked off school grounds during study hall 
and is returning with a big bucket of fried chicken. Noel declines the 
invitation, but with appreciative good humor, indicating the stack of books 
he carries by way of explanation. Neil and Noel’s relationship is mostly one 
of restrained distaste on both sides; an unspoken agreement keeps them 
distant but civil at home and school. One would never guess that they were 
genetically identical, not even if they were standing side-by-side in their 
underwear. The physical similarity, so striking that their parents kept Neil 
in red clothes and Noel in blue until they started first grade, has eroded 
over time under the strain of different lifestyles—Noel’s sedentary, bookish 
habits leaving him soft-bellied and perpetually red-eyed, often in need of 
a haircut, while Neil, always sculpted and tan from hours spent at various 
outdoor sports, has also suffered a twice-broken nose, as well as several 
chipped teeth that, once capped, have given him an even, uncommonly 
brilliant smile to outshine Noel’s ordinary, undamaged one.
 Noel does spend his lunch hour in the library—it wasn’t simply a 
ploy to avoid Neil’s jock friends. While eating smuggled Ho Hos and 
brushing dark crumbs from the navels of various yellowing books, he 
finds a reference to a case in nineteenth-century France that strikes him 
as being quite similar to this one. He reads it over several times before the 
next bell rings, then shoves the cellophane wrappers from his lunch into 
his backpack and takes the book to the librarian’s desk to check it out. It’s 
possible that the phenomenon has faded, that it was some kind of one-time 
occurrence, an anomalous anomaly, but then again, maybe it hasn’t. He 
wants to show Jennie the book. He wants to see her again. 

After school, Noel walks to his own neighborhood, circum-
venting the street he lives on and finding Jennie’s house on a tree-lined 
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cul-de-sac. On the front step, he pauses for a moment, then presses his 
lips together and knocks firmly on the door. He’s not sure what he’ll say 
to Jennie. If it’s gone, if the energy has dissipated, he figures he’ll just leave. 
No big deal. Not to make her feel bad or anything, he wouldn’t do that, 
and probably she wouldn’t care anyway. Probably his showing up here 
will upset her more than his showing up and then leaving, if that makes 
sense—why would an eighth-grader who’s trying to be popular want some 
chubby sophomore in dirty sneakers hanging around, studying her like a 
lab experiment? In the time between his knocks and the opening of the 
door, Noel almost leaves; he’s got one Converse sneaker sliding back to the 
lower step when he hears the latch click. 
 A woman, obviously the mother, is holding the door, wearing a white 
dress cinched at the waist with an orange leather thing that reminds Noel 
of the lumbar support his dad wears on long car trips. The mother’s yellowy 
hairdo is sort of smashed on one side as if she’s been sleeping, but her face is 
alert and springs into a practiced smile at the sight of Noel. 
 “Is—Jennie home?” Noel buckles a little at having to ask this mundane 
question that he knows presents the appearance of him as a, a what? A 
suitor? No, ridiculous old-fashioned word. As someone who’s interested 
in a girl in the normal way, in the way boys like Neil are interested in girls, 
to call them up and take them to the movies. Do other things. Noel is 
uncomfortable with the idea that his interest in Jennie could be construed 
as that. He has had no real time for girls in his life, devoted as he’s been to 
his research, and now his research includes a girl—so what? So what that 
she’s a girl, that is, a most extraordinary girl; or rather, a most extraordinary 
find that happens to be a girl. 
 But Mrs. Jennie’s Mother clearly sees a sixteen-year-old boy paying a 
call on her fourteen-year-old daughter and makes the obvious conclusion, 
and how can Noel disabuse her of that notion? He wonders how much 
she knows. She smiles wider when he asks for Jennie and opens the door, 
gestures him inside. “Just a minute,” she says, and he thinks then that she 
must not know anything, or she would look more concerned, wouldn’t 
she? But how could she not know? Unless the phenomenon has stopped. 
Noel feels a crushing disappointment settle in his stomach. It’s stopped, 
he’s missed it, and he’ll never get another chance to observe such a thing, 
whatever it is or was, again. 
 “JENNIE! SOMEONE’S HERE TO SEE YOU!” The mother has 
moved off into another room and appears to be yelling up or down a flight 
of stairs. She peeks her head around a doorway and waves for Noel to 
come closer. “Jennie stayed home sick from school today,” she says, “but 
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I don’t think she’s contagious.” Then she winks at Noel, which causes an 
embarrassing reflexive blush to rise on his cheeks. “Sorry, I didn’t catch 
your name?”
 “Noel,” he says. 
 The mother’s head disappears again. “It’s NOEL!”
 A few seconds of silence, and then the mother returns and points Noel 
through the doorway. “You can go on downstairs, just through there. Jennie’s 
in the basement. I’m on my way to work, so you kids behave yourself.” A wink 
again, and this time Noel just moves away, in the direction she pointed.

Jennie’s sitting in the basement, which has been finished in the 
classic late-seventies basement-rec-room style, shag carpet and wood 
paneling, mismatched furniture clustered around an ancient bulbous 
television. A game show plays on the television with the sound off, and 
Jennie sits in a brown La-Z-Boy, her feet curled beneath her. She doesn’t 
look at Noel until he reaches the bottom of the stairs, and then she turns to 
him with the same blank look he saw yesterday, just before she reached out 
and made the loom dance. This time she doesn’t reach out, and she doesn’t 
say anything.
 “I’m, uh, Noel,” he says. “Beth’s brother? From yesterday?”
 “I remember you,” she says, and rolls her eyes. It is a look Noel has 
received numerous times from his sister and her crew, but it cuts him 
now just the same. Why should he even bother? Clearly there’s nothing 
more going on here, just a regular eighth-grade girl with basset-hound 
eyes—whatever anomaly had touched her has disappeared and left her 
of no interest to him. He’s turning back toward the stairs when the lights 
flicker.
 Noel and Jennie look at each other for a second, and then she nods. “I 
do that sometimes.”
 “You do it?”
 “Yeah—no. It can happen. I mean if I get tense, or, or agitated, or 
something. Like, you were just going to leave, just now, I could tell, and 
I got kind of nervous, like, I didn’t want you to leave, but should I say 
something? I didn’t know, and my heart started beating fast, and then the 
thing with the lights.”
 “You didn’t want me to leave?”
 She looks at him again, and rolls her eyes. 
 He sits down on the bottom stair, folding his arms around his knees. 
“Has it been happening this whole time? How long has it been like this?”
 She doesn’t say anything, just lifts a shoulder. Noel doesn’t say 
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anything either, and pretty soon she looks straight at him. “Just yesterday. 
I think. I don’t know. Yesterday was the first time it was…like that. So 
crazy. So obvious, in front of other people. But now I think, like the thing 
with the lights? That happens sometimes. I’ve always just thought, well, 
it’s a coincidence. Not me doing it. But now I think it’s not a coincidence.” 
She presses her lips together so they disappear and leave her mouth a thin 
straight line. “It is me doing it.”
 “But yesterday was—”
 “Yesterday was the first time it ever happened in front of other people, 
so they noticed. I mean, it was the first time it ever affected other people. 
Hurt anybody.”
 Noel shakes his head. “What? Who got hurt?”
 “My mom. Later, when I got home.” Jennie reaches into a big elastic 
pocket on the side of her chair and pulls out a handful of little Tootsie 
Rolls. She pulls the wrapper off one and eats it, then holds her palm out 
flat, offering one to Noel. He stands up and steps forward to take one, but 
at the last second she flicks her wrist and sends two flying toward him, his 
hands popping up instinctively to grab and catch one while the other falls 
to the floor. 
 “I came home and my mom was here, and I was so freaked out. She 
asked me what was wrong and I didn’t say anything, so she tried to hug me 
and bam! She got zapped.”
 “No shit.”
 “Yeah. Not like she got burned or electrocuted, but it was a hard shock. 
I could feel it. And I saw a spark. It was like, blue.”
 “What’d she say?”
 “I don’t know. Something about static electricity and carpets. I told 
her I was sick to my stomach and stayed in my room all night, and then 
today I just holed up down here. I’m kind of afraid what might happen if 
she, if anybody, you know, touches me again.”
 They sit in silence for a few moments while Jennie eats more candy 
and Noel ponders the situation. On the television, the picture begins to 
warp and roll. Jennie grunts irritably at it. 
 “Do you want me to turn it off?” Noel asks.
 “Do you mind? I’ve been kind of afraid to touch it. I turned it on with 
the remote—” she gestures toward an ancient-looking device lying upside-
down on the floor “—and the remote barked at me.”
 Noel bursts out laughing.
 “Well! That’s what it sounded like. Like some kind of mad robot dog.” 
Jennie is laughing too. “It scared the crap out of me. So I’ve been watching 
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this same channel all day, without even any sound because I’m afraid to 
adjust the volume.”
 “God, that’s awful.” Noel gets up and turns off the TV, then seats 
himself on the floor, closer to her. “You’ve just been sitting here all day 
watching game shows with no sound?”
 “Better than school,” she shrugs. And then, “Oh, I’ve been reading, too. 
Really, I’ve just been reading most of the day. And playing some solitaire. I 
tried to work on this needlepoint thingy I started at my last school, but I’m 
not really good at it.”
 Noel is reminded of the book, which is lying on the bottom stair. He 
holds it out to Jennie and she takes it slowly, cautiously. He wills himself to feel 
something, but the book doesn’t serve as a conduit. “There’s a thing in there 
about this girl in France,” he says. “It sounds like the same phenomenon. She 
moved things, broke things.” Jennie opens the book to the page he’s marked 
with a Post-it. Noel goes on, “There were theories about electro-magnetism. 
Her parents thought she was possessed, of course, it was the nineteenth 
century, but some doctors came and did all these tests with magnets and—”
 “Some people thought she was faking.” Jennie has turned the page 
and is reading the end of the article.
 “Well…” Noel shrugs. “I guess. You’ll always run into skeptics. 
Skepticism is healthy, but when there’s testing…”
 “Do you think I should get tested?” The look on Jennie’s face is 
indecipherable. Her mouth purses up like she’s holding back laughter, but 
her brow is furrowed intensely.
 “Well, if you keep pretending to be sick, your parents are going to 
take you to the doctor.” Noel remembers something from the unexplained 
phenomena book. “Here, let’s try something.” He takes a pen from his back 
pocket and lays it in the center of a splintering coffee table. “Now come 
here, and reach out for the pen.”
 Jennie doesn’t move. 
 “Come on,” Noel says. “It’s your first test. I’m testing you.”
 “You’re testing me.”
 “I’m probably the most qualified person in town.”
 Jennie goes to the table and reaches out slowly, one finger extended. 
The pen quivers, then begins to spin, a compass needle out of control.
 “Wave your finger,” Noel directs. 
 Jennie swings her arm back and forth, and the pen gyrates into a 
frenzy and spins itself onto the floor, where it explodes a tiny squid-cloud 
of ink onto the rust-colored shag.
 “Test one, complete” Noel says.
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 “Results?”
 “We need to do more tests.”

In carpeted rooms the activity lessens. Standing on the 
basement’s shag carpeting, Jennie moves pens, plastic cups, small bits of 
china, but furniture and heavy books seem unaffected by her presence. In 
her hardwood-floored kitchen, the spot where she’d shocked her mother, 
the oak chairs in the breakfast nook scoot away six inches as she reaches 
for them. Noel has her jog in place for thirty seconds and then reach for the 
little wrought-iron-and-oak cafe table. 
 “Why?”
 “To raise your heart rate. I wonder how much your pulse rises, or has 
to rise, for something to happen.” 
 They are able to get the heavy little table to move about an inch 
after a few minutes of light exercise. Noel is simultaneously pleased and 
disappointed. The case in the book reported significantly more dramatic 
phenomena—the French girl apparently couldn’t even sit on furniture 
without having it shoot out from under her. Noel wonders briefly how she 
managed to eat, and thinks of Jennie eating the candy in the basement. He 
looks at Jennie, down on her hands and knees examining small scrapes on 
the floor where the table had moved, and sees that strands of her hair have 
pulled free from the elastic band that holds them and are standing on end, 
waving delicately in the air.
 “How do you feel?” he asks. He doesn’t want to be inconsiderate of 
her feelings; she’s an experimental subject, but she’s a human subject, too, 
right, and there are standards to be considered. But Jennie shrugs and says 
“Fine,” and doesn’t appear to be in any real distress, though there’s still a 
pinkish flush in her cheeks from the last set of jumping jacks. 
 “I think we should go outside,” Noel says.
 Jennie looks nervous. “What if someone sees us?”
 For a second Noel thinks she’s worried someone will see her with him. 
Then he remembers what they’re doing, what Jennie is doing. She must feel 
like a freak. “Look, don’t worry,” he says in what he hopes is a reassuring, 
professional tone. “We’ll be careful. I’ll keep an eye on things.” There is 
an urge to touch her on the shoulder, which he keeps in check, stuffing 
his hands in his pockets then taking them out again to search around for 
a pen and some paper. He tears the top sheet off a shopping-list pad and 
jots down notes on the tests they’ve done so far. He studies his crabbed 
handwriting for a moment, then says, “Okay. Let’s go. This will be the last 
one we do today. I’m going to need some time to sort these out.”
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 Outside Jennie takes him across a long brick patio to a secluded 
corner of the yard, shadowed by several trellises overgrown with vines. 
There is a pink rust-splotched swingset, unused and clearly forgotten 
for years, listing desperately to one side. “Don’t sit on that,” Jennie 
warns. 
 “Don’t worry,” Noel replies. He looks at the sky: if this were a movie, 
there would be thunderheads rolling in, but the late-afternoon sky is an 
unassuming pearl-gray and the air is still, but not ominously so. Jennie 
steps off the edge of the brick patio, and Noel has her remove her rubber 
flip-flops to stand barefoot in the cool grass. Absentmindedly she reaches 
for a blossom on a low-hanging branch of a dogwood tree, and the branch 
suddenly snaps with a loud crack!, showering white petals as it drops to 
the ground at Jennie’s feet. And Noel sees it, the blue spark flashing and 
disappearing at the tips of Jennie’s outstretched fingers. “Goddamn,” he 
whispers, because he just can’t help himself. Jennie’s face has become milky 
pale. “I’m getting scared,” she whispers back.
 Noel is scared, too. He knows he can’t admit this, or show it in any 
way, but there is a lump like clay in the pit of his stomach, and he has a 
sudden urge to pee. But goddamn he is excited, too. He cannot, cannot 
believe this is happening to him. Stronger than the fear of what might 
happen is the almost unbearable fear that he will screw this opportunity 
up somehow, even though he’s not quite sure what opportunity is being 
presented to him. It will be okay, he thinks, and then he says it out loud: “It 
will be okay, Jennie. We’re going to try one more thing, and then we’ll go 
inside and sort things out.”
 “Sort things out?” she replies skeptically. 
 “I think you can learn to control this,” he says. “I think that’s where 
we’re going to go with this. But first I want to see exactly how strong your 
power is.”
 “My power.” She looks down at her hands with more skepticism. 
“Okay, Noel.”
 He directs her toward the old swingset. “Slowly,” he says, and motions 
for her to thrust her hands out in front of her, like Frankenstein’s monster. 
The swingset appears to be vibrating a bit when she’s within about a foot. 
“Okay, Simon says stop,” he says, and she stops, glancing back at him with 
a raised eyebrow that is one degree shy of a full-on eyeroll, but this time his 
heart warms to the look. “Now,” he says, “I want you to grab it.”
 “Excuse me?”
 “Hold on to the pole there.” He indicates a crossbar on the swingset 
frame, the part of the set where, on their own much nicer set back home, 
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Beth used to hang upside down by her knees until her face was tomato-red. 
“Just grab it like you did the rug loom.”
 Sweat beads up on Jennie’s forehead and cheekbones. Taking a deep 
breath and holding it, she closes her eyes and clutches at the swingset with 
both hands.
 There is an explosive buzzing-pop, as if a hundred thousand fuses had 
blown in a split second. Noel cries, “Jesus!” and covers his ears, ineffectually, 
after the fact. The swingset wrenches and sways creakily, and Jennie is 
huffing and sweating and crying as she grips the metal bar, her neck and 
arms strained with the effort of holding on.
 “Let go!” Noel shouts. “Let go!”
 “I can’t I can’t oh god—” Jennie’s head snaps back and forth as the 
swingset yanks her forward, backward. “I’m stuck, Noel, help me!”
 Noel spins in a circle, trying to make his brain function. He spies the 
broken dogwood branch and snatches it up, brandishing it like a lance as 
he charges toward Jennie. He levers the branch between her body and the 
swingset and leans on it with all his weight, knocking her back onto the 
ground. He falls, too, and they lie on the grass gasping.
 After several minutes Noel gathers up the courage to speak. “Are you 
okay?” 
 Jennie is still lying flat on her back, eyes closed, but her breathing 
seems normal and her face looks normally colored, too. “I think I’m okay,” 
she says. “My heart is still kind of racing. I hope I don’t have a heart attack 
or something.”
 When she feels like standing, they go inside and head back down to 
the safely carpeted basement, collapsing on the long Naugahyde couch.
 “Jennie,” Noel says. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I was stupid. I would 
never—”
 “Hey,” she replies. She scoots over so she’s sitting right next to him, 
their thighs nearly touching. “I don’t think—well, it’s not your fault. 
We were both trying to figure this out. I’m not mad. I was really scared, 
though.”
 “So was I,” he admits. “I still kind of am.”
 “Me too,” she says. She reaches out and clasps his hand between her 
own. “But I still need your help. I still want you to help me.”
 “Oh.” Noel looks down at their hands intertwined. A slow burn is 
growing there. “Okay. Okay.” His hand is growing hotter, like oil sizzling 
under his skin, but she doesn’t pull away, and he doesn’t pull away. He 
watches for sparks. He thinks, I wonder how long we can stay like this.



104  u  Crab Orchard Review

Lance Larsen

Americana

I found Old Lady Kuhni’s yard strewn with garbage, 
a confetti of junk mail and potato peels, 
trash can knocked over—and her 
in a purple kimono thing trying to clean up. 
Wild dogs done this, she said, followed by complaints 
about her Jack, damn him, he gone up 
the mountain to shoot him another deer, and could you, 
please, help me.…Who was I to say no? 
I was a paper boy on foot, a thrower of bad news.

So I stooped and gathered—grapefruit rinds 
like speckled snakes, charred toast,
wallets of dryer lint, bloodied wads of t.p. 
When she handed me a badminton racquet, 
I thought, “A gift?—why not, I’ve never 
had one.” Then she motioned me to the fence 
and pointed. Staring up from scraggly mums, 
a deer head. Prim as a handbag but chewed, 
one eye missing, the other staring across frosted lawn.

She knew boys like me were brave in stupid ways 
and wouldn’t mind using a racquet 
as a spatula. So I scooped up 
that face and carried its soft ears and final 
grimace across the yard. Carried it. 
We’re always auditioning for something. 
Me: for paper boy of the decade, plus tips.
Old Lady Kuhni: a little respect. 
That partitioned deer: a blind date with eternity. 
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Which is why I carried what was left of its face 
in front like a torch. Not into the trash, 
she said, that would bring the dogs again. 
I followed her into the garage, to the freezer, 
which gasped in white when she opened it, 
a cauldron filled with dry ice. I settled that face 
atop a bed of frozen peas, and she closed 
the lid. We traded then. I handed 
her the racquet, handle first, and she buried me 

in thank yous, then I trudged back into that cold 
masquerading as Sunday morning. 
What I didn’t know hung 
everywhere. Tricky Dick Nixon and the price 
of bananas from my shoulders, secret 
lives from lit windows. 
I was a carrier, worth 87¢ a day, 
plus rubber bands, right arm two inches 
longer than my left. I looked back then and saw 

in the side yard the rest of the doe—upside down,
in an apple tree, tied in place 
with a blue jump rope, rib cage stuck open 
with kindling. What I breathed 
out was only breath, but it felt like moths.
Moths that climbed and dissolved, 
climbed and dissolved, till I too circled 
that exquisite scarecrow of hanging 
meat, weddings and want ads banging my thighs.
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Envy This

I thought myself fine, fine, the sunshine T-shirt slant above
My hips’ widening, and was young enough
To pretend I didn’t know the general gaze is drawn
To a gold figure. I must be remembering my stepfather,
Who hated me but stared, eyebrows a cloaking
Hood, so his bride, my mother, shoved me to the back
Steps where I stayed dressed for once, smoking
Cigarettes, stalling till my boyfriend arrived
To transport me to more boys and bad actions.
Each weekend a gang of kids drove to Charlotte
In somebody’s battered Oldsmobile—bashed doors,
Sizzled dome light—huffing joints, seeking adventure
At rock concerts, and if the acoustics disappointed, 
Promise beckoned like an echo. We gained
Speed on the highway, bounding over tracks,
Weaving through the standing crowd, Fillmore seating,
A glance torn from the stage a triumph. Writhing
Bodies to compare to my own. Boys slouched
Like hats: I was too dumb to suspect. Drugs weren’t hard
Enough. Penises sulked, wadded in pants like tissues.
Later, clumped in a motel room, tough guys huddled
In bathroom, door locked, pumping up veins. They named
Their brand of penetration. I took what I could get.
So what a laugh, to live on with that behind me,
When pride noticed nothing subtler than a wah-wah
Or chin bristling with beard of a twenty-year-old,
Baggie in pocket, a line about Wesson oil and Quaaludes.
Match it if you can. I knew what I was doing, building
My reputation, to look back on, throw into the hollow
Sneers of gutless wonders decades later
Like a balloon swallowed to smuggle junk.
No computers then, piety, terrorism, blue uniforms
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Scanning searchlights down rows of knees.
That was the life. It didn’t hurt but winding down
Does, watching over my shoulder so I don’t check out
What’s ahead, calling everyone else coward, nowhere to go
From bright morning to envious twilight but down.



108  u  Crab Orchard Review

Karen Llagas

Archipelago Dust

Einstein did nothing in class but smile, 
 his mind already building cities 
  in grid, at sixteen. It seemed important 

to learn the rules of logic and efficiency, all
 those years I posed as a student engineer. 
  How Numbers were always clean, 

like the boys who smelled of soap, who solved
 my math problems, while I closed my eyes
  in class for minutes or hours. Subservient circle,

the parallelogram, unhinged. At the end of lines
 to infinity are towns lit with lost coins.
  Daydreams, I remember, while professors

gave abstractions shape. The windows were always closed:
 Manila smog tapping, the jitney’s din. What a dusty 
  archipelago it was. The tropical heat was the greatest ally 

of the Spanish friars, kept my ancestors half-asleep.  
 I only believe in stories, a friend says while
  San Francisco gets rinsed by fog. It’s almost dawn, 

that time when you know that everything beautiful 
 about a place has nothing to do with you, and it’s okay. 
  Somewhere north, because they’re not afraid to be thirsty 
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all the time, the redwoods are one breath farther from where 
 they began. My friend and I eat cold fries, in our mouths
  the taste of salt and lard, the heat of drunkenness wearing off,

I tell him that in one story of belief, there’s a planet 
 so small a child brooms it clean in seven steps. 
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Biology Class

Her belly parts like wings. Shiny, yellow
eggs underneath, and black silky spleen.
Sister Rita, to teach us the proportion of fear 

to obedience, throws the plastic gloves 
away. Behold the handmaid of the Lord  :
the Angelus interrupts the screams 

of schoolgirls around us. The smell 
of chloroform fills the room.
Brown-green frogs slip from hands, 

leap to the open windows,
croak their cacophony of praises 
under the sun: Away from here,

away from here. Bobby-pinned to the pan 
and shaped like a valentine, mine reveals 
her highways of serum and bone—

they lead back to the source of her friends’ 
song, to the ampoule of her small memory
and guiltless appetite. She disappears into

my clumsy sketch. Nothing but the sounds 
of a sniffle followed by the automated prayer.
And be it done unto me according to your word.
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Blue Strobe

I was almost arrested once, an open bottle
 of St. Pauli Girl cooling my palm
in a Charlottesville alley. The cop? He yelled,
 mostly at the boy I was with. Sometimes
it’s good to be a girl, when boys hide

out, assemble forts. It’s not all innocent fun,
 I know, but it is fun, slipping stoned
down a steep drive, past the loading
 dock, in through a door too warped
to close. The old hospital is half-demolished,

and they’ve broken in here before, drawn
 to its echoes and stuccoed ruin. You couldn’t break
it any more than it’s already broken. In the chapel
 on the fifth floor, they’ve fashioned
a space. This is where they’re caught,

spattering walls and pews with gold spray paint—
 leftover from last year’s Spanish project,
a cardboard model of the Alcázar of Segovia—
 the carpet littered with Raisinets
and Gummi worms, as if life were

a movie matinee. As if life were
 an excursion to the library,
these are the books they brought there:
 The Rum Diary, Rumi, Chomsky, Star
Fighter, Calvin and Hobbes.

Just what is it boys need? I know
 it’s not in their bookbags or in the deep
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pockets of their cargo pants. This life 
 has a soundtrack; it loops through wire
and plastic buds rooted in the ear: Belle

and Sebastian, the Zombies, Johnny Cash,
 all singing about the demise of childhood 
as a signal from a joystick rag-dolls virtual victims
 in a simulated Ardennes Forest, circa 1944, 
or Vice City’s ferocious streets, circa 1986,

or an animated Neverwinter, circa
 forever and ever. So oaks wilt
and wounded elms doff their crowns,
 which don’t sit lightly on the spindly
necks of winter wrecks—no leaves yet.

These shut-fast houses beneath bent trees,
 that’s what I asked for, square above
a racing river, the velocity of its current
 calculated remotely by strobe and transmitted
via satellite to engineers who wait restlessly

to wring meaning from raw data.
 Six boys, hands flat on the hood
of an unmarked police car, circa 2006. Its blue
 strobe is the river’s pulse at its sharpest
bend, wildest branch, and highest bluff.
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That Summer 

While playing hide-and-seek
beneath the railroad bridge,
we found her bicycle
before we found her shoes.

Her body had a shape
still dressed, sun-dried, but green
with algae. Who was she?
A sewer creek was near.

A leech was her third eye.
We found the bullet holes.
A sniper had a field
day locating her spine.

Gibran was close at hand.
The Prophet warped, unleashed
out of the backpack. Torn
to pieces—not the book,

but pages from her life,
unread, incomplete, cold.
That summer ended quick,
the day we buried her.
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Church Camp-Out, 1978

Summer hearts buzz like sapphire dragonflies,
eight of us squeezed in the back of Pastor Dean’s pickup
—fluorescent bikinis, faded cutoffs, the peculiar

pheromone of lake breeze, sweat, Sea & Ski
—my right thigh touching Ron Mayer’s left and on Chris’s 
transistor radio, “Magic Man” by Heart, 

that screech-and-pulse anthem to small-town adolescence.
At the beach, through dime-store sunglasses,
I watch lanky boys, athletic girls, dive

from the rickety dock. Surrounded by splashes 
and screams, Ron puts his arm around Ruth,
offers up his bright orange beach towel, 

drapes it around her like a coronation cape. 
Ruth—tall, tanned, starlight blonde—has the flush
of something freshly plucked, more than just sun

on her skin, though exactly what, exactly how, remains elusive,
something not for me. At Sunday morning’s 
campfire service, pretending Ruth is not there,

I sit on the log behind Ron, study the back of his head,
brown curls blending into swirls of smoke and sunlight,
fire burning strong, cedar logs crackling. We sing, 

Pastor accompanying on guitar, each of my breaths
drawing into me the glories of God, his pines, his sky, 
the magic words of each refrain 



Crab Orchard Review  u  115

Marjorie Manwaring

threading my voice to some vibrant fabric both holy 
and earthly, suspending me
in an exquisite moment—my insides thrumming,

the rapid saw of crickets. When Ron turns to me, 
whispers “This is Christ’s body…,”
I open my palm to receive the bread. Briefly

our hands touch. Flames leap from my cheeks. 
We close our eyes in prayer, sing “Morning Has Broken,”
my stomach tumbling, my spirit a popped ember flying.
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Yoko

In the American schoolyard,
they chant their favorite rhymes again:
My mom is Chinese, 
my dad is Japanese,
look what they did to me!
 They wedge their eyes up and down
into paisleys, yins & yangs, 
and suddenly you are reminded of preschool
in Hunan, China, where the only face you remember
is Sheng Yoko, a half-Japanese classmate. She was lovely 
and homesick as a bunting,
 and you had always secretly envied
the robin’s egg beads on her hair-ties. The one time you shared
a bed with her at noontime nap, her hair smelled 
like skim milk and sweet porridge, her pajamas
hand-washed, cleaner than yours. You stayed awake 
wondering how it’d be to live in her house. Would it smell
like her? Or like apples and chives? Did she hear crickets
before her eyelids drooped at night? 

 Then or now,
no matter how lovely their snow-covered gardens, how colorful
their origami paper, their watersilk costumes, nobody in your family
liked the Japanese. You were unsullied
by history—you wanted to touch
everyone. You didn’t know how history 
flawed people, cultures, 
how it coats pure landscapes with frictionless red.
Your family told you to stay away from her
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but that didn’t stop you from complimenting her hand-painted
pencil box, her pearl-toothed comb, smiling at her
in those narrow spaces between unuttered secrets
and compulsive glances, where memory
can easily erase. You were not
her friend. In this playground, you don’t remember 
ever smiling. 

Yoko was a pretty girl
and though you did not know her,
you miss her so much.
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Tyndall Armory 

Public Enemy had no idea of what 
to do on a stage in 1987, but we 
didn’t know what to do as rap crowd either. 
Attendance was mandatory, jammed 
into the Tyndall Armory, one night 
after amateur boxing and one night 
before bingo. A bunch of homeboys 
kente-ed together with African medallions, 
graffiti spray-painted jeans—all of us 
mad at the conspiracy of conspiracy, 
staring each other down with a circular 
anger only black men can justify. 
Terminator X—his one-handed power 
fist cut-and-scratch already perfected—
was the only thing keeping the crowd 
from getting started. Bass lines, warning 
sirens transformed into samples refusing 
the Wop like the black maitre d’ 
at the Highlands Country Club refused 
to seat black people. My friend Richard 
was determined to be the first black 
president, refused wine coolers and weed, 
white women and white lines because 
the Man could hold anything against him 
during a campaign. As president, 
he would buy Highlands and turn it into 
a black thing. Terminator X had Rich 
ready to say peace to the presidency 
and Nat Turner the first patch of white
he saw. And when Chuck D mugged 
the stage, African medallion swinging 
like left hooks, baseball cap pulled down
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so low his eyes were the idea of eyes, 
the heat in that room was enough to make 
any Tom reconsider his friendships.
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Fattest, Ugliest, Weirdest

When Paul Hutchkins transferred from whatever school he 
came from my freshman year, I was immediately dethroned as the fattest 
kid in school. Not that people kept lists of stuff like that—not in writing, 
anyway—but that was how I thought. Fattest. Toughest. Hottest. Weirdest. 
Ugliest. I was two hundred sixty pounds, and for most of my life, my 
friends had called me fat. Over time, however, it had become a term of 
endearment, they said, a way of saying, “Hey, Don, what’s up?” 
 This was not the case with Paul Hutchkins. 
 When he walked through the hallways of Delaware County 
Community High School, he was the fat that made people squish their 
faces in disgust. In the hallways of DCCHS, a few students actually fell to 
the ground clutching the wall, shouting, “Earthquake!” When he walked 
through the hall, he was bombarded with insults: fatty, fat fuck, fatso. Tommy 
Worpohl, Craziest and Toughest, had the best nickname for Paul: Stay Puft, 
after the giant marshmallow monster in the movie Ghostbusters. 
 I took a liking to Paul for the same reason anyone takes a liking to 
another beneath his or her social status. I liked him because I wasn’t him. 
Because now, there was a bigger person, a person who made loud breathing 
noises, a person whose eyes seemed closed because his cheeks looked like 
two pink saddlebags. Not only did Paul take over Fattest, but he was also 
top on the lists of Ugliest and Weirdest. 
 Almost predictably, Paul was a loner. At lunch he sat by himself 
and ate nothing. Not one bit. He stared out the cafeteria windows, past 
the football field, past school grounds. You could tell he was somewhere 
else, somewhere far from the school, and I wondered where that place was 
and what it looked like. Paul was also deep. I could tell that about him 
immediately. We had something in common. We both wanted more, but 
didn’t quite know how to get it. 
 Perhaps because of his weight, Paul was also a narcoleptic. He fell asleep 
at random times, in weird places. He snored and it was loud and disruptive 
and made everyone laugh in class. Sometimes when the guys and I walked 
to school, we would find Paul sitting against the fence, sleeping. 
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 “He’s the ugliest motherfucker I have ever seen,” Rob said one day 
in the early fall. “Just look at him. I want to puke.” Rob started making 
upchuck noises over Paul. Paul didn’t stir.
 “Seriously,” said Dan. “How could anybody be that fat?”
 “Am I that fat?” I asked.
 “Hell no,” said Rob.
 “Don’t get us wrong,” said Dan. “You’re still a fatty. But this kid, he’s 
two of you and that’s a giant motherfucker.”
 “He’s a joke,” Rob said. Rob knelt down an inch from Paul’s cheek. 
“He looks like bad cheese.” He sniffed. “He smells like it too.”
 “We’re gonna be late,” I said.
 “Who cares?” said Rob. He opened his backpack and took out a 
marker. He wrote on Paul’s face. “Fat” across the forehead. “Fat” on each of 
his cheeks. “Fat” on his chin. Paul didn’t feel a thing. He continued to snore. 
 “Enough,” I said. I kicked Paul’s feet. I kicked his leg and said, “Hey, 
fatty. Get up. Hey, lard ass, you’re going to be late for school.”
 Paul opened his eyes. He looked right at me. He mumbled something 
I couldn’t understand.
 “Get up,” I said. “You’re going to be late.”
 Rob and Dan started cracking up. They kept pointing at his face.
 “Thanks,” said Paul. It sounded like a gurgle. He rolled himself up, 
pulling at the fence, grunting.
 “Whatever, Fatty,” I said.

By the time he got to English I, Paul just had smudges on one of 
his cheeks. Mr. B paired students up for an interview assignment. We were 
supposed to make up a list of ten questions to ask each other. I was paired 
with Paul. I made a face and sighed.
 Paul didn’t sit in desk chairs like the rest of us. He sat at a large table 
where Mr. B spread out the papers he had left to grade. Sometimes Paul 
fell asleep in class and snored, and Mr. B would kick him awake. Mr. 
B had the reputation of being the coolest teacher in the school, ultra-
suave, ultra-fit, coach of the basketball and track team and in charge 
of student council, and Paul managed to get under his skin for doing 
absolutely nothing but sleeping. 
 When the class started the interviews, the room burst into chatter. 
Paul and I didn’t say anything but looked at each other. He stared right at 
me and I tried to hold his stare, but couldn’t. I could still see the remains 
of the word “fat” on his face like a faded temporary tattoo, and it made me 
feel guilty and powerless for not having stopped my friends. 



122  u  Crab Orchard Review

Ira Sukrungruang

 “Why do people hate me?” Paul said. His voice was deep and throaty 
and slow. 
 “What?” 
 “You heard me,” he said. 
 “I don’t know,” I said. “No comment.”
 “Your turn,” he said. “Ask me something.”
 “What’s your favorite food?”
 “Why did you ask that?”
 I shrugged.
 “I don’t like food,” he said.
 I rolled my eyes. 
 “Why did you roll your eyes?”
 “Is that your next question?”
 “Yes,” he said.
 “Because,” I said. “You’re fat.”
 “That might as well be the answer to everything,” Paul said and he 
began to laugh. Only it wasn’t a laugh, it was a wheeze. It was a snake 
hissing happily. He put up his hand and said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
 I stared at him, trying to hold a scowl, but the corners of my mouth 
twitched and soon I was laughing too. Two fat kids laughing together.
 “Let’s get real,” I said. 
 He nodded, his chins quivering. 
 “What do you want to be when you grow up?”
 “I’m already grown up. I can’t grow anymore.” He started laughing 
again.
 “Seriously,” I said.
 “Serious,” he said.
 I wrote it down.
 He asked me what I liked to do when I’m alone.
 I told him I read fantasy and horror novels, but then I thought only 
the Geekiest or Nerdiest would say such a thing. “And I like to play video 
games,” I added. “All day long.”
 Paul snorted. He said reading was like running away, and in his next 
question he asked what I was running away from. 
 “Nothing,” I said. “I like to read.”
 “Sure you do,” he said. 
 We finished the interview and Mr. B instructed us to report our 
findings. When it was our turn, Paul had slipped off to sleep. His head 
rested against the wall, his mouth slightly open. 
 Mr. B shook his head. “Paul,” he said quietly. 
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 Paul didn’t wake. 
 “Paul,” Mr. B said again. Mr. B always wore dress shirts that were a 
little too small, as if he wanted us to see all his working muscles. 
 Paul snored. 
 “Paul!” Mr. B’s pecs bounced. 
 Paul startled awake. 
 Mr. B’s shoulders were tight. He fisted the pen in his hand. He opened 
his mouth to say something and stopped. He opened it again, and this time 
everything gushed out. “Paul, you are going to die. Man, I hate to say it. But 
you are going to die because you’re so fat. What are you going to do, Paul? 
What are you going to do with yourself? You fall asleep. You’re always late. 
Pick yourself up, Paul. Pick yourself up, man. I don’t want you to die. Do 
you want to die?”
 Paul looked down at his meaty hands. 
 “Think hard, Paul. Think hard, man. I’m not kidding here.” 
 I could tell Mr. B regretted what he said as soon as he said it. He wasn’t 
a mean teacher. In fact, he was my favorite, the one who motivated me to 
write, the only teacher I kept in touch with after I graduated. He never 
criticized my fat. That day, however, his anger at Paul made him vulnerable. 
He looked at the chalkboard, digging his hands in his pockets, sighing 
deeply. Some snickered. A few laughed. Mr. B shot them a look and said 
shut up. He turned to me. “So,” he said, “what did you learn about Paul?” 
 I looked over my list of questions and answers. I had the urge to come 
to Paul’s rescue, to speak up against Mr. B and all who were laughing at 
Paul’s expense. To tell them all to go fuck themselves. But I separated from 
him. I wasn’t Paul Hutchkins fat. I wasn’t Fattest, or Ugliest, or Weirdest. 
 Paul looked like he was about drift off again, his head wavering on 
his thick neck. Stay awake, Paul. Don’t go. But it was too late, his eyelids 
fluttered and shut. 

A couple of days later, as Dan, Rob and I walked home from 
school, we noticed a crowd near the football field. A crowd like that meant 
one thing: fight. We ran toward the crowd, pushing our way to the front. 
 Paul was trying to shake something off his ankles. He swung his 
backpack at his legs, trying to knock off this sliver of a kid attached by the 
teeth. Tommy Worpohl. Tommy had clamped his mouth around Paul’s 
left ankle and wouldn’t let go. Tommy was ninety pounds of evil, hair the 
color of a lit firecracker. When I was in elementary school, Tommy used to 
climb up to the top of my house and pee in the chimney, his penis waving 
in the air, his cackling laugh echoing down my block. Tommy held on to 
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Paul’s ankle. Paul made slow, muffled cries, then he toppled over. Fell on his 
front and rolled onto his back. When Paul fell, Tommy let go and launched 
himself in the air onto Paul’s stomach. He did it again and again. Rob and 
Dan were friends with Tommy and said they wanted in. They were like 
kids at the playground waiting for their turn to go down the slide. When 
one went, the other waited. Paul had turned the color of a beet. I watched. 
I couldn’t do anything else. 
 Dan said, “This shit’s a riot.”
 “Come on, dude,” Rob said to me. He threw himself on Paul and all I 
heard was Paul’s expelled breath. 
 I shook my head. “Go ahead,” I said. “This is funny.” 
 Tommy turned to me. “Don’t be a pussy,” he said. “Or I’ll fuckin’ jump 
on your stomach.” Tommy frightened me, even though I towered over him, 
even though I was sure I could hurl him like a javelin. 
 Paul’s stomach rose and dropped. He lay still. I took two big steps and 
jumped, all my weight crashing down on him. He grunted when I landed. 
His mouth was wet with spit and sweat and maybe tears. His mouth was 
slightly open. He stared right at me through his slits. I backed away. Rob, 
Dan, and Tom took more turns. Paul stopped fighting, taking one launch 
after the other until a teacher came running out and chased everyone away. 
As I ran, I saw Paul’s belly, a swell in the ground, a heaving, breathing piece 
of earth.
 When Rob and Dan made it away from school, they started laughing. 
Rob and Dan said Paul’s belly was like a sponge. No, jello. No, a tub of shit. 
I walked with my head down, trying to catch my breath. Heaviness settled 
in my chest. Tommy didn’t say a word. His fingers were in his mouth. He 
kept picking stuff out of his teeth—threads of sock, pieces of skin. 

The summer I turned twenty, I saw Paul Hutchkins again. I don’t 
remember what happened to him after the fight with Tommy. Perhaps 
he dropped out. Perhaps he attended the other high school across town. 
Perhaps I had pushed him so far out of my mind so the weight of my 
guilt didn’t hang on me the remaining years of high school. Paul had 
disappeared, and with him, the images of that day. 
 Three years later, however, there he was, working the cash register 
at the mini-mart on 95th Street, not even a block away from the football 
field where he had collapsed. He had gotten bigger. It was hard to believe 
that a boy who used to weigh over three hundred fifty pounds could 
become even larger, four-fifty, maybe five hundred pounds. He didn’t 
resemble a person anymore, but a wobbly blob. His flesh drooped and 
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sagged, as if at any moment a part of him would drip off like wax and 
sizzle on the mini-mart floor. He was in a small booth, and his body 
filled the space. I wondered how he got in and out, wondered how he 
managed to breathe. A familiar feeling came over me, the same one 
that made me feel superior to Paul when he first arrived in DCCHS. 
I had been losing weight rapidly, sixty pounds in three months, but I 
was still fat, not the fattest, but fat enough.
 Paul Hutchkins said very little as he rang out customers. He took 
their cash in chubby fingers and then dropped change into their palms. 
I wandered the candy aisles, taking peeks at him, his enormity. He sat on 
two stools, leaning against the display case of cigarettes behind him. A 
cartoon of Joe Camel stared at Paul behind darkened sunglasses. In that 
mini-mart, everything seemed in easy proximity to Paul, as if he were the 
star the worlds outside of him revolved around. 
 At the mini-mart, I got myself some gum and a Coke. I hoped Paul 
wouldn’t recognize me. When I approached the checkout, Paul paused.
 “I know you,” he said. His voice was even deeper than I remembered. 
 “Yeah,” I said. “Hi, Paul.”
 “We were in high school together.”
 “That’s right.” He began to chuckle and I looked behind him at the 
smokes. 
 “Can I have some Reds?” I said. “Hard pack.”
 “I have to see I.D.,” he said. “It’s the law.”
 We were the same age, but I didn’t want to argue. I dug into my wallet, 
fetched out my driver’s license and handed it to him. 
 He looked at it long and hard. “It doesn’t look like you,” he said.
 “It is though,” I said. 
 “I know,” he said. “I’m just saying it doesn’t look like you.”
 My eyes wandered around the mini-mart, my fingers tapping on the 
counter. Paul was calm and cool. 
 “It’s a bad picture,” I said. “I was hung over.”
 “Says you’re one hundred eighty pounds.”
 “So?”
 “You’re not one–eighty.”
 “It says what it says.”
 “I can read,” he said. “I’m just saying you don’t look one-eighty.”
 “Maybe I’m a little heavier.”
 “A little.” He laughed.
 “I’m in a hurry,” I said. “I have to be somewhere.”
 He put his hand up, and it was as large as my face. “You’re in a hurry? 
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You have to go back to Jackson?” He pointed to my license again. “It says 
you live in Jackson. Where’s that?”
 “Six hours away. South.”
 “Why did you leave?”
 “This place’s a hole.”
  “Not really,” said Paul. He waved his hand around the mini-mart like 
it was his kingdom, like there was no better place in the world than a store 
in Delaware County. 
 Most of my friends believed so too. But to me, Delaware County 
was a magnet that pulled you under. It wasn’t just a pull. It was a pull 
and smother. It was a pull and suffocate. Rob was a mechanic at Jiffy 
Lube; Dan dished out popcorn at the movie theaters. They both drank 
too much and gambled their money away on long shots at the track. 
Whenever I returned home for break, I was initially glad to be back, 
but I also wanted to escape. The strange thing was I didn’t know what I 
wanted or how I should go about getting it. I couldn’t identify what the 
“it” was. I only knew that it was there and it sometimes put a lump in 
my throat, sometimes put me into such a quiet trance my friends would 
have to elbow me awake. 
 “What does Jackson have?” Paul said.
 “I go to school there.”
 He laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “What are 
you trying to be?”
 “A writer.”
 “Have you published anything?”
 “Yeah,” I said. 
 “What magazine?”
 “Grassroots.” 
 “What roots?”
 “Grass.”
 “I’ve never heard of it. What kind of magazine is that if I’ve never 
heard of it? I work here almost every day and read all the magazines I want. 
We got a lot. But I haven’t heard of Grassroots. Can I get it at a bookstore or 
something?”
 “Not really.”
 “Then where can I get one?”
 “At the university.”
 “That’s not a magazine,” he said. “If it’s a magazine, everyone can 
buy it.”
 “Whatever,” I said. 
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 Paul began to scan my things in, his eyes never leaving my face. He 
handed me the smokes and said, “These will kill you.” 
 “So will anything else,” I said.
 “I’m just saying. I tried one and thought it tasted like tar. Not that I 
know what tar tastes like.”
 “How much for everything?”
 “Easy there. Nothing’s ever that urgent to get to.” He looked at the 
register and told me it was four dollars and some change. 
 I dug into my wallet for a few pennies and dropped them into his 
waiting hand. He counted them. Counted them slowly. Then he pushed 
back one of the pennies. “We don’t take crazy money,” he said.
 I blinked, then looked down. I noticed the Queen of England on the 
penny instead of Abraham Lincoln. 
 “We only take American money.”
 I wanted to flee, to turn around and just leave Paul behind, leave all the 
memories of him in the mini-mart among the candy bars and cigarettes 
and windproof lighters. I fished in my pockets for more change and found 
a nickel. I gave it to him and told him to keep the change, ready to jet out, 
but he shook his head. 
 “I can’t take gratuity. Against store policy.” 
 “It’s four pennies.”
 “Still,” he said, smirking. 
 I reached out my hand and he put the four pennies in my palm. When 
his fingers grazed my skin, I flinched. He didn’t move his fingers right 
away, but let them dangle over my hand for a moment longer. 
 “Thanks,” I said. I started out the door. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 I stopped. 
 “Nice seeing you again.”
 I nodded and waved. He raised his arm and it was his smile I 
remember, wide and unnatural, like a carved pumpkin. 

Later that day I met up with Rob and Dan at the bar. I told them 
I had seen Paul. I told them he worked at the mini-mart on 95th. “What 
did he look like?” they asked. “Was he still a tub?” I smiled and said Paul 
looked like a million bucks, like the king of the world.
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A Day at the Beach

When the dynamite went off at the bakery across the street 
and blasted the glass off our flat’s balcony door, which overlooked the 
Mediterranean, Marwan and I were watching The Six Million Dollar Man. 
It was the episode where he meets Jaime, the Bionic Woman, not that I 
cared how that turned out. Marwan was only thirteen years old, and at 
fifteen, I had a whole lot more on my mind than stupid Steve Austin. Right 
after school but before I did my homework, I had secretly eaten two bowls 
of fatee, and I was having a hell of a hard time calculating the calories in my 
Algebra II notebook. Maybe 100 for the bread and another 500 or so for the 
hummus. Add that to the manaeesh I’d had for breakfast and the Nestlé 
Galaxy bar I ate for lunch (okay, after lunch), and it was no wonder I hadn’t 
lost the 12 kilos I figured I needed to lose before Sami would notice me. 
Guys were so stupid—the more there was of you, the less they could see you. 
Oh well, it’s not like I liked him that much. Really. Plus, with his big family 
connections, he was probably going to stay in Beirut forever. You couldn’t 
get me out of Beirut fast enough—I wanted to live somewhere where eating 
an entire piece of baklava by yourself didn’t cause more scandal than a 
hand grenade. Where women ate hamburgers without shame and were 
still skinny. Like Charlie’s Angels in California, U.S.A.

I had gone back to wondering if the hummus or the bread was 
more bloating when the glass on the side window, the one overlooking 
the mountains, quit trembling and shattered. That was when Mama clip-
clopped out from her bedroom, hair in a tight chignon, wearing what she 
always wore, whether at work or at home: a print dress cinched at her waist 
as tightly as her high heels dug into her tiny feet. 
 “How many times do I have to tell you to stay away from the windows?” 
Mama screamed. “Do you want your face all torn up like Dina’s?” 
 Cousin Dina just had a bad case of acne, but Auntie Selwa was so 
melodramatic about it that the entire family had come to believe her 
complexion was a horrific tragedy of geopolitical proportions. 
 I didn’t have to answer Mama because, assured that we were okay by 
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our usual indifference to her hysterics, she had turned to our windows. She’d 
just replaced them the week before when the Israelis had dropped bombs 
into the sea in front of our house, a casualty-free warning to Lebanon that 
had resulted in the balcony panes crashing down for the third time that year. 
Mama always worried about the price of window glass, which was hard to 
come by in Beirut in the 1980s. She sighed and turned back to us.
 “What are you eating, Muna?” Mama asked. And then her carefully 
plucked eyebrows formed one deeply troubled line. 
 “Just chewing a pencil,” I said. “I’m using it to count my calories.” 
 Mama beamed, which didn’t happen all that often when it came to 
me. “Bassama saw her eating chocolate in the girls’ bathroom at school 
today,” Marwan said, eyes still aimed at Jaime and Steve. I was pretty sure 
he was smirking. 
 Mama looked at me as if the shattered glass had flown right into her 
heart. 
 “How could you eat chocolate?” she cried out, her eyes casting down 
automatically to my 65-kilo body. She had never weighed that much, not 
even when she was pregnant with me.
 Things hadn’t been so bad a year ago when my grandma was still 
living with us. Every time there was the slightest noise, even just gunfire, 
Tayta used to wail about how the situation was getting as bad as the “war.” 
Tayta didn’t think too much about the present, so she hadn’t noticed that 
we’d already been living in another war for several years. But Mama, who 
couldn’t stand anyone’s hysterics but her own, would forget about my 
calories and run to calm Tayta down. She’d rub her back and patiently ask 
what war, as if she really wanted to hear one of Tayta’s stories for the two 
hundredth time. The answer was always 1936, 1948, 1956, 1958, 1967, 1973, 
or 1975. My grandma thought I had a pretty face, and I wish she hadn’t 
forgotten her insulin so often and died. 
 “Now Sami is never going to like you,” Marwan said as Steve escaped 
an exploding car.
 “I don’t like Sami,” I said, a little too loudly. “In fact, I don’t like boys at 
all. I might just become a lesbian.”
 This proclamation didn’t have the shocking, debilitating effect I had 
hoped for, as everyone in the whole world had seen my face turn pink and 
my pores ooze large sweat droplets every time I caught a glimpse of Sami.
  “Lesbian,” Mama grimaced, as she began to sweep up the glass with 
an old broom reserved for this job. “Don’t use language like that…Do you 
know what Navine told me she was doing at 6:30 this morning? Rolling—
rolling, while you were sleeping.” 

Alia Yunis
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 Navine was my cousin with good skin. Beautiful because she rolled 
around in a ball on the floor every day for exactly thirty minutes, which she 
said was how the French stayed so slim. As our French textbook said, “La 
France a civilisé le Liban.” 
 “Navine flunked Algebra II,” I said, as if this somehow made her less 
breathtaking.
 Just then the bomb went off. As if the dynamite hadn’t been enough 
for the day. We knew it wasn’t in our building because the walls were still 
standing, but down on the street, the men yelling as they tried to bring 
order to the instant pandemonium cut through the burst of honking cars, 
as did the female screaming and the anguished wailing that echoed it. I 
hated it when this happened. 
 “God damn them,” my mother raged. Who they were we did not 
know. There were so many militias hanging around our neighborhood we 
didn’t know who was what. “Come on, we have to go downstairs. Now.” 
 I grabbed my calorie counter book and put on my tennis shoes—you 
could get glass cuts with sandals—and my all-purpose gray sweatshirt, 
which I thought did a pretty good job of hiding my beach-ball belly. 
Marwan once said, on a day he was feeling nice, my stomach wasn’t really 
that big, more like a basketball. 
 “I’ll meet you down there,” Marwan said. “I want to see what happens 
with Steve and Jamie.” 
 “You are not going to die over a stupid show,” Mama yelled, just as the 
Six Million Dollar Man came under fire himself. 
 “Yeah, but I want to know if he dies,” said Marwan.
 “He doesn’t die, moron,” I said. “Bassama saw him on TV when she 
went to the States to visit her cousin last summer. So if he’s still alive there, 
he’s alive here.”
 “I said get downstairs,” my mother screamed. The sobbing on the 
streets now reached well beyond our fifth floor. “I will not have this 
argument with you every time a bomb goes off.”
 And as if the God she prayed to every night answered her, the power 
went out. The TV went black, the Six Million Dollar man was gone, and 
then there was no denying we were in Beirut. 
 “Come on, they might need our help,” my mother said as she gathered 
up the flashlights and candles from under the TV stand where we always 
kept them.
 We made our way down the dark stairwell, clinging to the walls to 
guide us, not wanting to waste candle wax and flashlight batteries. Mama 
stopped at the third floor. That was where we always waited. The other 
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families hid out one floor below, but Mama didn’t like to be part of their 
idle gossip. That was what she called their second floor chatter on the days 
she would condemn the goings-on in their apartments with Auntie Selwa. 
Marwan and I passed the minutes making faces at each other, only our 
teeth showing in the darkness. 
 The authoritative voices of fathers shouting about whether it was 
safer to stay in the stairwell or step outside sounded like Baba when he 
used to yell at Marwan for missing a penalty kick at soccer practice. Like 
a lot of other dads, he went out for a newspaper and a game of tawle in 
1975 and never came back. My mother liked to think that he was a war 
victim, but when I allowed myself to think about him, Mama was the 
victim of some really thin thing that he took off with. After all, that is 
how he left his first wife, the nymph-like replacement having a couple 
of years later become my mother, although I’d never heard her tell it 
this way. But Auntie Selwa and Tayta told it that way all the time. They 
even said that someday, one never knew, Baba might mail us a postcard 
from the south of France and invite us to stay with him and his new thin 
thing. We’d make reservations with Air France and the airport would 
actually be open the day we were scheduled to leave. We’d arrive there 
in new clothes and eat snails and frog legs and goose livers all day, which 
would make us very civilized and skinny. I wasn’t looking forward to 
the goose liver, but I wouldn’t have minded seeing him again.
 After what seemed like a longer than usual time on the stairwell, Subhi 
whistled the national anthem from downstairs, his standard all clear.
 We stepped outside the darkness of the stairwell and into Lebanon’s 
late afternoon sun, a yellow globe which was almost ready to call it a day but 
still blinding with no clouds in its way. If it weren’t for the awning of palm 
trees along our narrow street, we would have had a hard time making out 
the women in blood-stained string bikinis running and weeping toward 
our building. They came from the beach, passing by the wild honeysuckle 
and rotting garbage piles, which never seemed to get picked up anymore. 
Militia men—and boys—in khaki had descended from their outposts atop 
the neighboring buildings. They were taking their machine guns off their 
shoulders and getting them ready for use, whizzing past the bikinis and 
toward the beach. Aiming guns at a bombsite didn’t make any sense to me. 
I mean, you couldn’t really shoot a bomb that had already gone off. 
 “The bastards hit the Riviera Club,” our neighbor Riyad fumed. He 
was always yelling about something—the blackouts, the curfews, the food 
shortages. But this time he was really, really loud and his face was as red as 
the tattered Lebanese flag on our building. 
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 We lived in back of the Riviera, known for its luxury beach which 
somehow continued to still fill up every Friday afternoon with what was 
left of Lebanon’s beautiful people, those who hadn’t taken their money and 
run, maybe because they didn’t know where to flee to. 
 “Here, let me help you,” said my brother, rushing to a strawberry-
blonde woman in a banana-yellow bikini. It was so spattered with blood 
that on her left breast it had formed a tie-dye design, which had never been 
considered stylish in Lebanon. 
 Every one of our male neighbors, from Subhi, the concierge with no 
teeth, to Dawood, sporting his fake Cartier watch and the flimsy navy 
blue Pierre Cardin tie he had bought from a peddler, had never been more 
assisting. Ours was a middle-class neighborhood, and middle-class women 
didn’t have enough time and energy to starve themselves into a beauty that 
Arab men a generation earlier, with their adoration for curvy Egyptian 
actresses, hadn’t even defined as pretty. But thanks to Bionic Jaime and all 
those other Americans on TV, traditional Arab beauty had become, as our 
family doctor politely called fat girls like me, unfashionably plump. 
 The sun was just starting to cast shadows when I saw her and stopped 
breathing for a moment. She was coming up the road, not screaming like 
the others, beautiful with the setting light bouncing off her shiny black hair, 
her skin, despite the thin rivulets of blood running down it, that perfect 
golden olive that took hours of precise sunbathing to achieve. Amira. 
Sami’s sister. I stepped in front of Dawood to get to her. I grabbed her hand, 
her blood quickly staining my gray sweatshirt right at my tummy.
 “Hi, Amira.” I smiled. “Hold on. You’ll be okay.” 
 She stared at me with blank eyes. 
 “I’m Muna,” I said. “I go to school with Sami.” 
 “My brother?” she asked, staring at me with green eyes glassier 
than the crushed window debris I made sure she didn’t step on with 
her bare feet.
 “Yeah, that Sami.” I blushed. 
 I led her toward the car park under our building, where my mother 
and others were rubbing alcohol on the women and applying bandages. We 
always had bandages for these occasions. Luckily, these women’s wounds 
were just skin deep, a result of flying beach objects. 
 Amira let me help her sit down on the engine of our Datsun. I took 
a bottle of alcohol and wet an old towel. I started to rub it on her cuts, 
stroking her arm gently so she wouldn’t mind the burn so much. 
 “You’re not going to scar,” I promised. “You’ll be as gorgeous as ever. 
Sami says you’re going to enter the Miss Lebanon pageant. He didn’t tell 
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me that directly because he doesn’t really know I exist, but I heard him say 
it to someone—I wasn’t eavesdropping or anything—but you know.” 
 I stopped rambling, realizing she would have never been talking to 
me if I wasn’t her momentary savior. We just weren’t in the same circles. I 
didn’t even have a circle.
 “Don’t worry. I don’t follow him around very often,” I said. 
 She nodded but didn’t recoil even a millimeter as I put alcohol on the 
biggest gash. She remained so immune to the sting that I found myself 
flinching for her. There were so many things I had always wanted to talk to 
her about—her boyfriend, how she got her hair so straight, what she was 
doing to prepare for the pageant. But now I was content just to clean her 
cuts. I tuned out the crying, sobbing, yelling, and honking around me. All 
I could hear was her quiet breathing. I couldn’t smell the garbage anymore, 
not even the blood, just the faint scent of the Chanel No. 5 that she must 
have put on that morning. 
 The sun kept reflecting something in my eyes, and I finally had to 
look away from my patient. It was a flamingo pink transistor radio shaped 
like a doughnut. A gift from Auntie Selwa on my tenth birthday and the 
only radio that got reception when the electricity went out. Aunti Selwa 
had joked that anytime I felt like eating a doughnut, I should just listen to 
one instead. I hadn’t laughed, and I never used it, but it was now attached 
to Marwan’s ear and he was reporting to the entire crowd—the bikinis, the 
men and women helping them. 
 “Yep, the president’s been shot,” Marwan confirmed, lowering the 
pink doughnut from his ear. 
 In Lebanon, we had many presidents get put in office and get shot or 
something. It wasn’t really news that would agitate Marwan or any of us 
that much. And we never referred to them as “the president.” The “the” 
could only be one man. 
 “Reagan’s dead?” I yelled over. That was news. 
 “So somebody finally killed him,” said Dawood. 
 “It’s not as if Reagan is any worse than any of them,” Mama sighed.
 “No, he’s just shot,” Marwan said, pressing his ear further into the 
radio. “So far.” 
 I turned to Amira. “Your brother wrote a paper for class that talked 
about how it was Reagan’s fault,” I said. “This trouble, I mean. Not Reagan 
alone, you know, but the Americans and Israel. He got an A. It was very 
well-done. He totally deserved it.” 
 She smiled for the first time. A gorgeous smile that actually seemed 
meant for me. “My brother,” she said.
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 I was so entranced by her smile that I could barely hear the sirens 
as the ambulances began arriving. But it was such an unusual sound so 
soon after a bombing that it took us all by surprise. Ambulances didn’t get 
anywhere so quickly, if they got anywhere at all, even though the hospital 
was only a ten-minute drive through the potholes of West Beirut. But then 
again these injured bikinis were the kind of people whose relatives ran the 
hospital. 
 “Hey, they sent the ambulance for you.” I smiled at Amira. “Sami 
said you were special.” 
 “My brother,” she said. Then she started crying, the kind of crying 
that just kept growing inside her, coming out in louder and louder waves.
 That was when I noticed that only bikinis had come up the road. 
No tight spandex Speedos with crotches framed to leave little to the 
imagination. Arabs have always tended to move into gender clusters, 
men in the water, women by the pool to get sun but not mess up their 
hair with chlorine.
 A hand dug into my arm. I turned and it was Marwan, my brother. 
He was looking down the road at the stretchers coming out of the 
Riviera. The guys.
 “Even if you weigh 48 kilos one day, he’ll never ask you out,” Marwan 
said. I leaned on him as I heaved up all the 2,757 calories I’d marked in my 
Algebra II notebook. Half of it landed on Marwan, but he did not let go 
of me. As I leaned on him, more and more clumps of people shoved their 
way through the traffic jam surrounding the Riviera, some trying to get 
in, some trying to get out, Lebanese chaos that echoed in my stomach. My 
mother, her high heels firmly guiding her, came and bent down and put 
her arms around Amira. 
 “Shush, habibti, shush,” she cooed. “The same thing happened to my 
husband. He’s in a better place now. I promise you.” 
 I stepped aside, Marwan’s hand still clutching mine, so that Mama 
could hold Amira tight and whisper comfort to her—two beauty queens, 
the fading one teaching the blossoming one the importance of delusion for 
basic survival. I gave them their privacy, watching the ambulances, while 
Mama made Sami forever as whole and perfect as a teenage crush.
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Inheritance

Fresh off the Freedom Flights from Havana, 
my father, fifteen and hungry, ground copper 
against concrete, shaved pennies into dimes,
fooled the cigarette machines at Jackson Sr. High 
into putting out packs of Camels he’d unload 
at lunch, just enough for a carton 
of Carnation milk, or a juicy Red Delicious. 

He never forgot poverty’s rumble, how it careened
through the cavern of his abdomen, hunger 
a rubber mallet thudding against his ribcage 
as he scraped away scraps of food defiled 
by ash and butts on the graveyard shift at 
Wolfies, where his boss, Buddy,
never let him sample the blue-plate specials

he could not afford to buy, his tips dependent 
on blond waiters who called him wetback
and slipped him less than ten percent. There 
he learned to love the heft of coins, amassed 
a legacy in jars: Krugerrands, doubloons, real silver 
dollars we dig up now, eager to cash in on the sum 
of his fear, keep it close, just in case.
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At the Jumps

Boys bury the junk of the town—
washing machines, occasional
chairs, broken desks, monitors—
as the foundation for their jumps,
moving dirt with plastic buckets 
from the woods still left standing. 

At home, the parents watch TV 
hoping the dead aren’t dead
or at least not from this town.
Their collective sons are safe
roaring over their theatre of war
trying to get more air, bullying
the ones who get the least.

Each day in spring, they stay out 
longer, protecting their sandy 
territory, geometry in wheels, 
their lives ballad enough, small
heroes in stories they can handle,
hoping each day after school
the Jumps haven’t been razed again, 
so they’ll have to start all over.

They are charged with the prospect 
of damage and a surging thing 
close to desire, their wheels
small beacons in one wilderness 
everyone believes can be tamed.
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Their parents reinvent themselves, 
again, hoping to put off battles,
hoping light is what happens
when their sons’ wheels turn,
the spokes blurring into a shudder
like the Time Machine jump
they try so hard to perfect.

It takes practice to find the right 
speed and the balance point, 
and they know what their parents
do not: that the trick is controlling
the speed and not the trajectory.
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Origins

I’m from touch football in parking lots and street corner Romeos
I’m from half-brothers and three-quarter nelsons
I’m from watered-down blue blood and finger-painting on subway walls
I’m from tongue kisses in stairwells and tequila sunsets in the closet
I’m from stealing the coins out of other people’s wishing wells
I’m from jordache jeans and pick-up games in the twilight
I’m from Italian girls wearing murmurs I oh so badly wanted to speak
I’m from sidestepped obligations and nomadic fingertips
I’m from listerine in alleyways and whiskers in the vaseline
I’m from unreliable narrators and abandoned buildings 
I’m from don’t cross 24th Street because of the Irish and don’t cross South Street
 because of the blacks
I’m from the merry-go-round where white guys in cars slow down after 
 midnight to take a visual bite out of my twelve-year-old ass
I’m from fuck you when my friends are around, and please stop looking at
 me, please stop looking at me, please stop looking at me, when I’m alone 
I’m from sucker punches and a mouthful of blood spit in my face
I’m from a nightgown breathing at the bottom of a staircase
I’m from I wished you died in that hospital 
I’m from exit plans that involve shotguns 
I’m from you gonna front like the hard guy, you better back that shit up
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Unrequited

By high school, I’d developed 
what I thought was a handsome stare.
Meaning I tucked my chin,
furrowed my thick German eyebrows
like an aspiring Tom Cruise,
and gazed hard at the one I liked.
Problem was, I always held 
a second or three too long 
and took on the countenance of a stalker
or, in the case of class pictures,
a homicidal Amish boy with bad hair.
I had no fashion sense, either.
Then again, this was northern Iowa,
where women wear daisies to funerals
and grace belongs to roosters
who catwalk their plumage
between burgundy schoolhouses 
and silos packed tight with cornrot.
I’ve learned a little since then
about myself, less about the figments
with Swedish breasts and Wrangler jeans
who crowded every calendar but mine.
I am not asking for your pity
although I’ll take what I can get—
this being one of many lessons
whispered by firelight at keg parties
in the perfume of a plowed field,
back when legs and Mellencamp spread
like gossip as I shucked about,
bleary-eyed, frowning at everything.
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The Trouble with New England Girls

They think the moon rises
and sets. They speak English
as if English were their one
true tongue.
         They have hair
and they have teeth
and sometimes they wear
bad sweaters
   missing a button.
They live in houses
with mothers for the most part,
brothers, dads,
       dogs
patrolling the yards.
Sometimes they drive out
under the moon.
Sometimes they get pregnant
and drive to New Jersey
and sometimes
       they come back
married and quiet,
or quiet and alone.
And sometimes they steal
the bus fare
        to get there
and back.
     Sometimes
they feel the ocean
pinning the wrists of the land,
the stars 
looking down, unblinking
       the moon
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with its third-degree light
pounding the truth
right out of them.
     They wish
they were Baja girls
shimmering on a beach,
not a bus
or sweater
in sight,
and the moon
     far up there
where it belongs.
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Summer Job

I’ve just heaved a box of rotting tomatoes 
into the dumpster and am rolling up 
the baggy sleeves of my uniform shirt 

to better show my figure. Across the cracked back 
lot, two trees stand close as sisters. Their roots 
are breaking through the asphalt; their leaves

hang heavy in the summer-thick air.
They must have huddled here all winter,
bony and bare-ribbed. But now

they seem to have gorged themselves 
on honey, slipped on their silk brocade, 
let their corset lacings loose, and draped 

their limbs to suggest what they might 
be willing to do. They drop their best leaves 
like embroidered handkerchiefs,

hoping that someone will stand beneath them
and look up their skirts. They want 
to be without shadow, to be nothing 

like themselves, to be unheard of.
They want to get out of this town—
to go somewhere where things happen, 

where people appreciate beauty, where a pretty 
young thing doesn’t have to stand around 
forever, waiting to get noticed.
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Seventeen

In her grace-scrubbed hands, this
dried-bean-husk, wasps’-nest
fragility of patient composure,
this upturn of blue-burgeoning, a kind
of forgiveness, waiting
to be touched, to feel
the direction of the wind, a compass,
a divining rod, the way
lightning seeks water
in the dark-mouthed caverns,
the chambered-nautilus chasms
unbeknownst, under foot-
hills covered in tempera-green grass,
a child’s yellow flowers, notched-v petals,
these construction paper crowns, and she
could pick the flowers, always
walk certain uncertain 
paths bejeweled willy-nilly
with grape hyacinth, the white violet’s
blank illumination.
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The Year of Sylvia Plath

 
 She kept a dog-eared copy of The Bell Jar
wedged between her mattress and her bedsprings
because Buddy Willard’s privates would have given
her mother an apoplexy, as if her mother might
accidentally open the book to the exact page
where Buddy exposes himself to Esther Greenwood,
and all Esther can compare his treasure to
is a turkey neck and turkey gizzards—an image
which will plague this teenaged-bibliophile
years later, at odd, and most times inopportune moments.

 She stole a bottle of valium
from her cousin Emma-Ruby’s medicine cabinet,
and carried the secret of its amber plastic death
with her every day, a solace of just-in-case,
hidden in the soft white nest of her jeans pocket.

 Her impending suicide dripped off the eaves
of her small-town-cozy-suburban split-level, a dichotomy
hard to explain, gyrating in sensual syncopation
to the Talking Heads, Blondie, R.E.M.,
the bedposts of her confectioner’s sweet-pink canopy bed
transformed into stripper poles, bedroom windows
open to the star-engorged night, a faint 
barnyard whiff of cow manure wafting up 
from the Crowder Field, scenic, pastoral, filling
the horizontal vanishing point at the end
of her dead-end street. 

       And suicide
was not just some romantic notion;
she was depressed with the inconsolable
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grief of being fifteen and poetic and unpretty,
unfriended, except by other outcasts
fifteen, poetic, and unpretty,
lined up on the back bleachers at pep rallies
like starlings on a power line. Their Egyptian kohl
eyeliner, mysterious dirt-encrusted band-aids, unwashed
lanky hair announcing their angst, their anger toward
the groomed perfection of popularity.

 She would drift through the concrete-block 
corridors of Winston Co. High School 
in a choking cloud of patchouli, working out 
her burgeoning B-cups of irony in a kaleidoscope 
of impossible crop-tops, shouting in silence—
This Princess Doesn’t Need Rescuing,
I Hate Everybody & You’re Next,
Nobody Puts Baby In The Corner—
clomping into art class in her knock-off
Doc Marten combat boots.

 She didn’t know if she would ever find
the courage to swallow the pills, and suicide 
hadn’t turned out so well for Esther, 
or Sylvia either, but she was seduced
by the easy assonance, the assured rhyme—
“Dying / is an art, like everything else, /
I do it exceptionally well. // I do it
so it feels like hell. / I do it so it feels real.”—
but for that year, she was content to scribble
her heartache into lines of desperately
bad poetry, filling page after page
of Mead spiral-bound notebooks, smudged blue 
ink capturing the occasional fingerprint,
always dotting the cursive loop of her i’s 
with fat valentine hearts 
          or happy faces.
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Church

We were a pack of eighth-grade boys,
and the whole world slept unawares.
A few weeks before summer break,
someone’s older brother bought us
a case of Stroh’s, which we took turns
carrying fullback-style down
dark ditches, through picket-fenced yards,
ducking what we thought were police
headlights combing trees, then ran
across our school’s unlit playground,
where we lollygagged a bit,
big bad kids on little kids’ toys,
then left to soap obscenities
on doors and windows of those girls
who teased then denied us everything,
most of the girls in the eighth-grade class.
We tossed toilet paper in trees,
and being boys teeming with beer,
we gilded dozens of mailboxes 
and porches. On the way back to our street,
we cut through the old churchyard
and someone tried the door—unlocked!
We streamed in like orcs at the breach,
soaping the lower stained-glass windows
and breaking candlesticks. Steve Mills
pissed in a bronze altar cup.
Jimmy Tosti, who was Catholic
and one of the worst students at school,
soaped “Fuck Gesus!” on the altar.
I watched my schoolmates go to work
and knew that many of these boys
were in the crowd that circled me
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a year or two ago and told me
I was going to hell because
I wasn’t baptized, and all were in
our social studies class the day
that everyone, including our teacher,
professed their faith in god and Jesus
except for me, and told me yet 
again that I would burn in hell.
I don’t want to portray myself
as some earnest teenage martyr
or atheistic saint, but I knew
the difference between right and wrong
and very wrong. No one saw me
leave the church, trot down the hill,
past the old cemetery plot
and through the little patch of woods
thick with poison ivy and kudzu,
the sounds of crashing benches and laughing 
teenage boys swallowed by darkness. 
I finally made it to my own
front porch. The neighborhood was dark
and quiet. The Roysters’ tabby slinked
beneath the streetlight, a few crickets
chirped in the shrubs, and I had the beer.
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Eighth Grade

 
I was the girl who wore a pink plastic
rosary around her neck in church,
the pink plastic Jesus dangling over
the flat plains of my chest
and was sent home.
I was that same girl who hiked
her plaid skirt three inches above
the knee and was sent home
with a note to my mother saying,
“She’s not adjusting well to junior high.”
No. Every day I felt the angels and saints
looming over me from picture frames,
reporting my actions to God,
but when the locust stayed away
and blood did not flow
from the girls’ bathroom faucets,
I gave up all hopes for an introduction. 
So I let Him watch, gave Him the best seats
at some of my prime performances,
like the time I watched the girls
changing before gym class.
Under the thin membrane of white cotton blouses,
I looked for bra tags 
that stuck out like bookmarks
and sent notes to the boys most interested
in the cheerleaders’ bra sizes.
When the boys picked teams for kickball
they always picked me first,
once they had emptied the roster of boys.
I didn’t shy away from spitball fights
and when dared, I looked under the nuns’ habits
to see if they had hair, and if so,
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what color it was.
I was the girl willing to bend her rag-doll body
into anything and let her classmates watch.
No one puts a stop to a girl like this.
Too insignificant for concern,
too flaky to amount to anything,
I was open and malleable,
dragged though a darkness by an intelligence
surely not my own.
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Portrait of Myself at Fourteen, 
as Saint Rose of Lima

Girl, I understood your temptations, your coveted face
rubbed down to red meat, the chili peppers scrubbing your cheeks

of each suitor’s caress, shedding the glimmer of your skin,
your delicate hands, the ones you plunged wrist-deep into lime

then shoved in gloves full of nettles. How I envied your crown
of roses entwined with metal spikes, your hair-shirted world—

I had to make do with the tools of my time: the steak knife
I slid across my arms and ankles, anywhere their eyes

touched. When the first one came for me, I crawled into the cold
brick of my bed, waiting for a sign: I knew I’d been cleansed

when my blood dried up, when my hair cascaded from my head
in fistfuls of feathery wisps, when I could run my palms 

over the flat of my chest and taste your words in my spit 
like a bitter herb: only pain keeps the Devil at bay.
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Not Waving but Drowning

   I was much too far out all my life
   And not waving but drowning.
        —Stevie Smith

An Initiation

The first time I cut myself I was fourteen, locked inside a 
bathroom at Saint Francis Preparatory School, sitting on top of the toilet 
seat. My wool plaid kilt was held tight against my thighs, protecting bare 
skin from the various germs I imagined festered in public bathrooms. I 
removed the gold-plated kilt pin from the skirt, snapped it open, and 
began to scratch into the thin skin on my left forearm. Outside the stall, 
girls wandered in and out, smoking forbidden Marlboro Lights, spraying 
their hair with Aqua Net into tangled nests, gossiping about teachers, 
boys, and blowjobs. Inside the stall, I scraped the fat dull point of the pin 
into my arm, unable to draw more than a hairline of blood, a tiny fissure 
splitting skin. The depth of the cut was too shallow, couldn’t match 
the depth of shame that I felt after reading Johnny’s note five minutes 
earlier: “I love you, but as a friend. I’ll always be here for you, though.” I 
blamed my inept kisses, self-conscious gropings spurred on only by a few 
Budweisers, my foolish attempts to be a “girlfriend” when all I could be 
was a paralyzed girl, and was never angry at him, at the carefully folded 
note scrawled on loose-leaf and slipped through the slats on my locker. 
Only at myself, at my inability to love well. But while the cut was in my 
estimation too superficial, barely scratching my surface, I discovered that 
the more immediate pain had disappeared, that my need to cry, to find 
this boy and ask him “Why?” was gone, buried someplace deeper. Or, 
temporarily bled out of me. I could smile, grin and bear the humiliation 
of being cast off, of being inadequate because nobody would see how I 
really felt. I would be impermeable, no longer blindsided or vulnerable to 
pain inflicted by others, only pain inflicted by myself.
 My wish now is that I could look back on this moment as one 
of those laughable, endearing lessons of young love, or just simply 
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youth—that I remember pinning my skirt back together, blotting the 
blood away with toilet tissue, fishing a band-aid from the bottom of 
my backpack, and covering up the word I had scratched into my arm: 
DIE. I emerged from the stall purged of grief, but newly repentant of 
my thoughtless mortification? I reclaimed confidence, squared my 
shoulders, and strode back out into the high school hallway, rejoining 
the throng of classmates? No, I rolled down the sleeve of my white 
shirt, buttoned the cuff, kept my arm close against my side for the rest 
of the day, hiding the red polka dot stains, evidence of sin.
 I would not confess, would not ask to be forgiven because cutting 
worked. When I left the stall, I was stronger, the pain etched outside 
my body, not inside where it could leave me helpless and stunned. I 
remember returning to my friends at lunch, sitting down at the long 
brown folding table, peeling an orange, passing Johnny’s note around, 
laughing at it, claiming I didn’t care, had never in fact, cared. “In fact,” 
I assured them, “he was a terrible kisser. I mean his tongue just flopped 
around my mouth like a dying fish.” My friends believed me, admired 
my panache, this refusal to accept any consolation. My poise, praised 
by ballet instructors, teachers, and women encountered in everyday 
life (hairdressers, seamstresses, mothers of friends, my mother) was 
to be my undoing. Years later, I’d progressed from pins to razor 
blades, from scratches to longer, deeper, more deliberate slashes and 
could always banish grief, anger, depression since the smile was easily 
summoned, fixed in place. Composure achieved at all costs.

Then There Was Plath

Around the same time, I discovered Sylvia Plath and swiped 
Ariel from the shelves of the public library in my town which did not, 
at the same time, have a theft detection system; no scanners or gates to 
pass through because no one suspected a nice girl like me would steal 
a book. No one conceived of my shame, though, and need to remain 
undetected. I read Ariel again and again, imagined Plath hunched over 
a desk in a dim room, scratching the last lines of her furious verse in 
a race to beat the gas fumes creeping up the stairs. I was awed by the 
daring words that refused to conceal themselves beneath feminine 
delicacy: “Dying / is an art, like everything else. / I do it exceptionally 
well…” leading to a final I-told-you-so: “Her dead // Body wears the 
smile of accomplishment.” This was the Plath my mother feared; these 
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words she held culpable, a cause of my adolescent angst (this, and 
Ordinary People—the book and the film): “Why do you have to read 
such depressing things? Can’t you read something happy?” As if my 
psyche were only a medium channeling Plath’s spirit, poisoned by 
her words. In a sense, my mother was right; for many (young, female) 
readers of Plath, for me—her poems mirrored me, a twin confidante. 
Unfortunately, this led to a manic few years of writing my own 
imitations, which were heartfelt, but melodramatic soliloquies, 
cramming them into a two-hundred-page, yellow spiral notebook. 
November 14, 1988: Underneath me, my bed is a freezing stone slab 
burning my back. My tears have frozen, sealing my eyelids shut, 
blinding me from the ax that is driving down to shatter me to pieces. 
“Lady Lazarus” was my objective correlative—the atlas of a female 
body: pinpointed eye pits, flesh, wedding ring, gold filling. Her poems 
of dissociation were perfect compliments to my fourteen-, fifteen-, 
sixteen-year-old body whose reflection in mirrors was warped—
stretched thin, squashed flat, folded like an accordion. The true 
reflection was overshadowed and consumed by the awful memories 
of my inadequate clumsy passion and invasive hands grasping for my 
breasts and thighs in dark basements, dark backyards, dark cars. So 
what was a girl to do except to extract her unnecessary self from her 
body like the useless appendix, tonsils, and wisdom teeth? I took that 
self, that curious evolutionary holdover, and tossed it with the rest of 
my biomedical waste.
 Of course, there was also “Cut,” the poet “thrill[ed]” at the 
beheading of her thumb, not pained with regret, because it provided 
a way to magnify the body, subject it to scientific observation—the 
tiny scalped thumb becomes a trepanned veteran, a “thumb stump.” 
I was jealous of the speaker who so marvelously severed herself from 
her body, transformed her skin into her battle-weary soldier: pain writ 
large, the body a spectacle of suffering, inside turned outside. A private 
confession between penitent and priest witnessed by parishioners. Sins 
that should be concealed—pain, unhappiness, disgust—suddenly sins 
disrupt seratonin, suburban order. “Keep it in the family,” my mother 
counseled when my cuts were first discovered, “you don’t need to talk 
about this with your friends. It’s none of their business.” My pain 
wouldn’t have been anyone else’s business if I hadn’t chosen to stage 
it on my body, in the open, on that most tender of spots meant to be 
dabbed with some benign lavender. Okay, then, I wouldn’t talk about 
it. Not to anyone—no one would ever know, ever see me in pain again. 
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Angry weals across my wrists went underground beneath sweaters, 
buttoned cuffs, piles of bracelets, layers of layers.

No Name to Nickname

The shrinks say: self-mutilation, self-injury, delicate self-cutting. 
I give these terms in de-escalating order, most frightening first, most 
benign last. Self-mutilation: this one terrifies even me. Most books 
mention my kind of cutting as a minor sidebar to the more gruesome 
examples of tribal scarification, Chinese foot binding, and enucleated 
eyes. Self-injury can be shortened to the diminutive “SI,” as if an 
affirmative (¡si!) nickname could make its reality more bearable. It 
doesn’t. Self-injury, or SI, implies detachment—the hand that cuts the 
arm is not mine, just a distant relation. And delicate self-cutting? Ah 
yes, the well-bred mutilator self-injuring to Bach, falling into a swoons 
upon an ivory fainting-couch in the parlor.
 I cut myself. I have never been able to call it anything else.
 It is difficult to say this out loud, more so to write it. For years, 
I could only make vague references. Winding my way through the 
card catalogue in search of a lost language, undiscovered fact, I found 
only arcane signs, indecipherable clues, never the thing itself—see 
CUTTING—neatly typed on an index card directing me to the proper 
shelf, the exact volume, the precise page. I found vacant spaces—there 
was nothing to call this problem, except “mine.”
 Of course, in this information age, one never really suffers alone. 
One reads about cutting, “the epidemic of the ’90s” as it has been coined, 
on the cover of the New York Times Magazine, watches its drama unfold 
on a trashy teen soap opera, or simply logs on to the web pages devoted 
to cutting, which post stories of blood and bandages. A hospital in the 
Midwest specializes in the treatment of self-injury, even sponsoring 
a twenty-four-hour hotline one can call for help: 1-800-DONT-CUT. 
Late one night, out of curiosity, I called, expecting a well-trained staff 
member waiting to soothe, to provide information, emergency help if 
necessary. Many nights I would have loved to have been able to pick up 
the phone in one hand, holding a razor in the other, and find a voice on 
the other end that knew exactly what I wanted to do, that would try to 
stop me. A voice that knew the magic words. I wanted there to be help 
for those that came looking. Instead, all I got was a recording, advising 
me to leave a name and phone number and a staffer would return the 
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call during regular business hours. I hung up, disenchanted. A mental 
health crisis of this nature must be confined to the hours of 9 to 5; 
outside of the working day, you’re on your own, kid.

Sisters

But this is not entirely true, either. At my high school, I 
knew of at least five other girls who cut. We were like a sorority, only 
the secret handshake was a salute of carefully concealed bandages, 
half-healed scabs, and testimonial scars. A friend of mine, Sally, cut 
herself shortly after I scratched myself in the girls’ bathroom; I found 
this out one morning when I grabbed her by the wrists and spun her 
around, mimicking a pas de deux pirouette by her locker. She gasped, 
clenched fists, dug her long, painted fingernails into her palms, trying 
to halt whatever pained her with another layer of pain. She made me 
promise my silence, gingerly inched back the cuffs of her sleeves, and I 
saw two deep gashes, like mouths pulled into tight, red smiles, across 
her wrists. She tilted one hand back, and the smile gaped a half-inch 
deep. As delusional as it sounds, I was envious of her determination, 
could only counsel, “Be careful.” She shook her sleeves back down, 
nodded, her face blank and empty like mine, and replied, “You, too.” 
We never talked about her cutting, as if its naming would make it 
real, or maybe less real, less MINE, more OURS. Ultimately, cutting 
was not about sharing, but concealing, gathering rage and isolation 
and unhappiness onto the head of a needle and jabbing it deep to the 
marrow. This was how we survived, and we defended it. But silence 
summoned the tide to wash in over us; we chained ourselves to the 
pier, placid and impassive, waited to drown. And this is also why I 
write about it now, as its power—so its power—over me ebbs.

Tools of the Trade

Sally did share something with me that day. Up until then, 
I had stuck to scratching my arms with safety pins, creating cuts 
that could be explained away by sharp nails and corners, cat claws, 
carelessness. I was afraid to cut too deep, afraid I would die, or worse, 
be discovered. But when I saw her cuts, I could only think: That deep, 
that deep will be enough, will satisfy this urge, this violence. After 
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school, I shoplifted razors from the hardware store, too jittery to buy 
them, to face a clerk with the small pack of blades in my hand because 
I was sure he would know why I wanted them, would call the police, 
my parents. Shoplifting would become another part of the ritual. The 
fear of discovery and apprehension only heightened my immediate 
desire to open myself up, was part of the justification: See what you put 
yourself through to get these? You could go to jail for stealing, so you’d 
better make it worth it. I did, again and again.
 Unlike safety pins, new double-edged razors cut quickly, smoothly 
unzipping skin, sinking down through the tissue. At first, there is no 
blood at all, just a rift like cracked cement. Then with the slightest 
flexing of fingers, the blood rushes out, an opened dam. Deep cuts are 
easier than shallow ones—alarm signals fade as nerves are bypassed. 
But they are also more difficult, more furtive, executed in the middle 
of the night when parents, a sister and brother are fast asleep, when 
there is no danger of being disturbed, interrupted, stopped. So I would 
wait in bed, wide awake, until two a.m., then go into the bathroom. 
Test their sleep by flushing the toilet, hover in the hallway waiting 
to hear if anyone stirred, if anyone heard my movements. No one 
ever did, not then at least. Satisfied, I would lock myself in and later 
emerge—one wrist, maybe two wrapped in gauze pads and medical 
tape—triumphant, at peace, finally able to sleep.

3 Years, 30 Cuts Later…

Ultimately, though, that is all there is. Silence. Yourself. 
Wrist. Vein. Razor. My first therapist taught me this: even money will 
not buy understanding. Since his small office was on the bottom floor 
of a Long Island office building next to a large hospital, I’d always 
imagined he had a direct line or underground tunnel to the psychiatric 
ward, and with the press of a button, a berserk patient could be swept 
out of sight. Of course, he didn’t deal with the psychotic, only safely 
neurotic teenagers acting out in ways that made parents and prep 
schools uncomfortable. From what I could tell, most of his patients 
were like me—unhappy, upper-middle class adolescents who were 
going to eventually outgrow what plagued them, settle down into a 
nice liberal arts college in New England, a nice life. What I resented 
most about him was not the beautifully-framed Van Gogh on the wall 
(“Wheatfield with Cypresses”), the box of Soft-Wipe tissues perched 
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on the edge of the coffee table, or his bookshelves filled with Kafka, 
Joyce, Lawrence, and Woolf. What I resented most was two years 
of talking, talking, talking about my latest visit to the Metropolitan 
Museum, my new favorite book (Winter of Our Discontent one week, 
Death in Venice the next), and my hazy recitations of fights with 
parents, of half-remembered, invariably improvised dreams instead 
of talking about the small matter of two slit wrists. Every Wednesday 
afternoon, I managed to talk around my wrists—cleverly bandaged, 
buried beneath bulky sweaters with long drooping sleeves that were 
clutched in my palms.
 Should I be angry at him, angry that it was so easy for a sixteen-
year-old to have deflected all of his questions with easy answers? 
That with his experience, his clinical Ph.D., he couldn’t recognize 
the gestures, the cries of drowning? But then, I didn’t drown; I am 
here, floating above this page, whining about all he couldn’t do for 
me when I know perfectly well I did not want any cure. I was only in 
that office, on that couch because in a moment of lapsed attention, a 
teacher had seen my wrists: a test, a careless hand propping up my 
head, a sleeve slipping down my arm, bunching at the crook of my 
elbow. He asked me to stay after class and asked, “What’s going on?” 
I couldn’t answer, could only shrug, determined to make him leave 
me alone, terrified he would. “Let me see your arm,” he said. There 
was no way out of that classroom, no way to explain it so he would 
understand. Yes, you see, in the middle of the night when I become 
unbearable to me, I get out of bed, lock myself into the bathroom, 
find the razor concealed in my makeup bag, and begin sawing at my 
wrists. No, he would not want that. Would you, faced with the need 
for immediate action? So I lied: “I tried to kill myself, but couldn’t 
go through with it.” He took my hand palm up in his, pushed the 
buttoned cuff as far as it would go, and looked again at what I had 
done the night before, now neatly scabbed over. I was still, couldn’t 
breathe, willed myself to remain silent, but for a brief crazy moment, 
thought that if he would touch his fingertips to my wrist, traced the 
edges of the cut, I would be healed: my skin would mend under the 
warmth of his hands.
 My lie worked. He led me to Sister Mildred’s office (she was the 
school psychologist), and she in turn called my mother. All of them 
preferred to believe that it was a silly suicidal gesture, a superficial 
cut, a one-time cry for help. Somehow, this was more acceptable—an 
attempt thwarted by good sense. It could be managed and I could be 
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transformed back into the confident, first-string singles tennis player, 
sixth in her class of seven hundred, one whose impetuous emotional 
outburst could be forgotten.

The Fallout

I wish I had told the truth then, that I could briefly inhabit 
my sixteen-year-old body, put the right words into my mouth: Please. 
Don’t believe me. Look. Look again. Can’t you see? Won’t you see the 
traces of scars traveling up and down my arms, ancient river beds scored 
into earth? Nobody did.
 When my mother, a nursing professor, picked me up from Sister 
Mildred’s office that afternoon, her eyes were swollen from crying all 
the way on the drive from Hunter College in Manhattan to my high 
school on Long Island. I imagined the cryptic message spoken into the 
phone: “Your daughter has hurt herself.” On the way to the hospital, 
she told me that if I died, well then, so would she. I stared ahead, rush 
hour traffic snaked out in front of us, and decided that I would not let 
that happen, would not let her worry about me. “Mom, it was stupid. I 
used a safety pin. I wasn’t trying to do anything.” My words too easily 
comforted her.
 My father met us at the hospital—he’d taken the train in from the 
city, had to skip his law firm Christmas party. The three of us sat in an 
examining room with an emergency room resident who took notes, 
asked dumb questions to which I gave consistently empty answers. 
My father refused to speak, and I knew that the only way I could 
assuage his anger would be to own nothing, to deny all intentions, all 
feelings. Always the lawyer, he refused to allow the doctor to diagnose 
it as a suicide attempt: “She won’t be able to get a job or get into a 
good college if it’s on her record,” he said, “This is just a bunch of 
teenage bullshit. She wants attention from her friends.” His words, 
while sounding cold, horrible, and unfeeling, arose from his inability 
to connect with me, his daughter, who had somehow slipped out from 
under him, had ended his plans for a Neville & Neville attorneys-at-
law partnership. As a child, he always told me how alike we were and 
it was true: we both loved books, writing, silence; both turned anger 
and disappointment inward, away from the eyes of the outside world. 
Now, suddenly he was a father who did not know how to father his 
daughter anymore.
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 And the doctor? He wanted to know even less, never even looked 
at my wrists, asking only the most non-invasive questions.
 

Q. Do you consider yourself a threat to others?
A. No.
Q. Do you consider yourself a threat to yourself?
A. No.
Q. Was your original intent to commit suicide?
A. No.
Q. Are you able to return home without further medical 
 attention?
A. Yes.

And that was it, the extent of the cross-examination. I refused to 
incriminate myself, and felt that if the doctor, as the professional, didn’t 
suspect there was more to this than scabs and histrionic behavior, if he 
didn’t think it was real trouble, requiring immediate assistance, well, 
then, maybe there was no help to be had.
 For months after, my mother would lie beside me in bed at night, 
stroke my back, try to soothe me to sleep, dispel whatever demons kept 
me awake. She would surreptitiously glide her hand across my back, 
down my shoulder, then arm to my wrists, her hand lingering there. 
She thought I was asleep, thought it was safe to feel if I was okay, feel 
for any new cuts, new signs of her failure. I couldn’t go to the bathroom 
anymore, night or day, when she wouldn’t feel the knob, make sure I 
hadn’t locked myself in, when she wouldn’t ask, “Okay in there?”—
panic edging her words. My movements became more stealthy—no 
one would take away my only comfort; I cut higher, near the crook 
of my elbow, returning only to my forearms when her immediate 
attentions passed, until she breathed easier, I acted happier.

The Theory of Last Resort

I realize as I write this that once again I have circumvented 
what needs to be explained. Because the question that needs to be 
answered is simply “Why?” Why would anyone willingly do this to 
herself? Why isn’t it as easy as simply deciding not to cut? (A question 
I pose to myself time and again.) My second therapist exhorted: Think 
Addiction with a capital A—your only available coping strategy is to cut 
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your skin open, to feel pain. You see, when the body is in pain, endorphins 
are released, flood the affected area, and Voila! self-medication for 
depression. Girls are especially susceptible to this repetitive cutting 
behavior. Most start around fourteen, like you, the age when you’re 
trapped in the vortex of an identity crisis, become aware of your 
sexuality, find your body deficient, learn to internalize anger (female 
response) versus expressing it (male response: think football), and subvert 
it by taking it out on the yourself (like anorexia, bulimia). While most 
of us avoid discomfort, pain, any kind of physical disfigurement, you 
use physical pain to deaden psychic pain. Do you understand what I’m 
saying? Maybe cutting is a primitive ritual, spiritual even, a restorative 
bloodletting that rebalances the body’s medieval humours. And, you 
can take this or leave it, through cutting, you create mini-vaginas, re-
enacting sexual violation, a self-rape, a sign of sexual ambivalence.
 Choose whatever explanations seem most fitting, apply to affected 
area, wait for healing to commence.

What Remains

Is this: I cut all the way through college—should have been 
stitched up several times, but just held towels to my wrists for hours, 
sutured them back together with butterfly bandages—then stopped, 
for no explicable reason. The desire and the need simply disappeared. 
Poof. Magic. I thought I was free and tossed my stash of razors in 
the garbage, wore short sleeves, watched purple scars fade white. But 
the desire only bored down through the skin, into bone, to marrow, 
like a virus, remained dormant, waiting for strength and immunity 
to dissipate. One afternoon, two years later, I was walking through 
a parking lot, depressed for some reason long since forgotten, and 
spied a long shard of glass in the gutter. I reached for it, slipped it 
into my back pocket, and found the closest bathroom. I was careful 
to wash the glass—green, spotted with dirt—with soap, since I didn’t 
want an infection, to put myself at unnecessary risk. Pushed back a 
sleeve, held my arm, palm up, over the sink, and raked the glass across 
my wrist, dragging it down through skin. As easy as that, my blood 
swirled down the drain along with two free years on furlough. So the 
cutting recommenced, and then the therapy. This time, though, I was 
determined to stop quickly, to understand myself once and for all. This 
doctor forced me to talk, to name it, what I did to myself; she made me 
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look her in the eye, and say: “I cut myself.” She held my hands while 
I spoke, held them in hers, then without warning, pressed her thumb 
against the most recent scar, a pulse point, and said, “I know.” I cried 
for myself that afternoon in her office, the first time in ten years.

Confession

And I ask myself for forgiveness, have learned to recognize 
warning signs; I keep away from sharp objects when my balance is 
precarious, and have not cut, once again, for several years. I know now, 
the desire is always there, in me, always ready to split my surface, rise 
like a phoenix into air. But now I am armed, no longer go into battle 
naked. “Speak it,” my doctor told me, “say it. Its power will diminish. 
You will be heard, will not be alone.” The advice that I follow, though, 
is Elizabeth Bishop’s: “the art of losing’s not too hard to master / though 
it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.” And so I do, for now when I 
am strong and for the future when I will be weak. 
 A few months ago, I was stopped at a light on Westheimer Boulevard 
and watched a cluster of teenage girls swaggering down the sidewalk 
toward my car. They looked strong, incorrigible—tattoos exposed, 
combat boots laced tight, hair streaked in rainbow colors—I envied 
them. Suddenly, one stopped to light a cigarette, and, as she lifted it to 
her mouth, I saw her arm: a line of horizontal cuts traveled up from 
her wrist, like the regular markings on a ruler. I had two instinctual 
responses: Look away quickly. Drive. Grip tight to steering wheel. Look 
ahead, not at my own arms, but ahead, at the boulevard opened in front 
of me. And, Get out of the car. Go to her. Take her by the hands, tell her 
I understand. Shake her, convince her to stop. Promise she will not be 
alone. But I waited for the girls to cross the street, for the light to turn 
green, drove away chastened by the insistence of memory, guilt. Instead 
I have these words and they are not enough but they too remain, keep 
me above water: kick, crawl, breathe.
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Transcriptions

Presumably, my father’s just woken from a nap—having fallen 
asleep in front of us all—and asked if I’m home, because at the start 
of the cassette I say, “Yeah, I’m right here,” and someone else confirms 
(“He’s right here”), and my father replies in self-mockery: “All right. 
Well then, go to sleep.” There’s laughter, and soon—with my eyes now 
closed in the intimacy of headphones—I can place the group: Thorpe, 
Bonnie, and Ashley; me and my grandmother; Pat and Lynne. It’s 
Lynne who’s brought the tape recorder and who may or may not have 
sent a copy of the cassette before now, but, either way, I’m listening to 
this taped afternoon for the first time in twenty years. It’s April 12, 
1980. I’ve just turned seventeen, and my mother has less than three 
days to live.
 Our friends tease my father for snoring, and my mother asks him, 
Do you want us to stop talking?
 “No, Darling,” he replies. “I’m sleeping very soundly—according 
to my fan club.” And indeed, he goes back to sleep, probably at the 
foot of the bed, his steady snoring a strange background music to an 
extraordinary afternoon.
 Days earlier, my mother lived in a netherworld between complete 
dream and morphine-influenced consciousness. By the next afternoon, 
the 13th, she will be asleep for the night, and all of the next day, until 
the hours drift into April 15th, when she leaves our world at the age of 
forty-seven. But for these hours—or at least for these forty minutes—
she’s miraculously clear. She knows Thorpe and Bonnie and Ashley 
will return to Massachusetts by early evening, that this will be their 
final visit. And I do remember them leaving, how she told Thorpe, We 
all get there at some point. I’m just going first. But I don’t remember 
the afternoon; like so many memories from that cancer-stricken year, 
it’s been veiled by traumatic repression. At first, listening to the voices 
in mid-conversation, I feel conscious of the present: autumn, 2000. 
Thirty-seven. And then, in an unconscious dissolve, I’m seventeen 
again, awkward and bewildered, and my mother’s drawing on a will 
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that’s unimaginable to the living. With clarity and vividness, she 
speaks of her youth, while my father, who undoubtedly wanted to be 
part of the gathering, finally allows himself to rest.
 He’s already asleep as she begins the first story: my mother’s in her 
early twenties and returning to Sweden after several months working 
in Paris. The conductor walks through and requests passports. Only 
then does she learn that her passport should have been stamped 
(validated?) in France. He tells her she must have this taken care of 
when they reach the border at Belgium—that she can’t continue her 
passage otherwise—but she has no money; she’d spent it all and had 
been living, in fact, on coffee and a bit of sugar. Fortunately, a Danish 
man in the same train car needs a similar stamp, and he offers to lend 
her the cash. Even so, they have little time at the border and have to act 
very quickly.

 So we said, “Okay, we’ll be ready there.” And we had 
made some people…ready if we didn’t make the stamp by 
three o’clock in our books. They would kick the luggage off the 
train—[laughter of disbelief]—and we would then stay in 
Belgium and try to [appeal to the] Belgian government and 
Swedish government and Danish…
 So, we then proceeded to wait. And, boy oh boy, they took 
their time, those conductors. They get excited for us; we’ll all 
pee in our pants. Finally, they changed, and got the electric 
train—instead of the old steamer, or whatever they had—
and inside all the French people had gotten off this train. 
All through the night: workmen, who started at three in the 
morning—four or five, you know—carrying sandwiches before 
they went to work. Marvelous peasants. The atmosphere was 
kind of wonderful and crazy.
 In the last minute, they were tooting, and the cars started 
to roll, we got a piece of paper in our hands and jumped on, 
and we made the train. [Laughter—again, amazed laughter—
and you can almost see my grin when I say, “What timing.”]
 It was unbelievable.…They made it happen. Made it very, 
very scary for us.
 Afterwards, I had been invited with this guy to have 
something to eat. He didn’t have any money [left], and he was 
just…nibbling on something. And I was dying to know what 
he was nibbling on, but he didn’t offer anything. Wasn’t very 
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generous, really. [Laughter.] He was very quiet. He was a 
sculptor, a Danish sculptor who had stayed in France for five 
months. Anyway, in the morning, there was a note, saying, “I 
know I can’t go home with this to my mother—it’s moldy cheese, 
and she’d kill me—and I think you might have wanted this. 
But it was too ugly-looking; I couldn’t offer it to you. Anyway, 
if you want it, take it; if not, throw it out.” So, he gave me a big, 
round, beautiful, beautiful piece of cheese. Ugly as hell. But, 
boy, was it good. [Laughter.] Never tasted such rotten, tasty 
kind of cheese in your entire life.
 [Pat adds: “But it was like a piece of gold, you said.”]
 Yes. It was like a piece of gold, it said in the book. In the 
book, it was like eating gold.

 What book could she have been talking about?
 Upon first hearing that exchange, I stopped the tape and rewound 
the conversation, straining to make sure I had heard them correctly. 
I knew that the previous week, in a discussion recorded on Side A of 
the same tape, my mother had conflated her bedridden present with a 
morphine-created reality. Speaking to Lynne, she had said, Let’s take a 
walk on Broadway, and, for a moment, she was on Broadway, passing 
shops she knew well. In that same conversation, she mentioned a 
“book of life,” as if everything had been recorded, like one’s lifeline 
spun by the Norns: I don’t want to die.…I really don’t want to die. But 
in the book it says that it’s coming. My book of life. My time…I’m needed 
someplace else.
 “Yes,” I thought, “the book references must be connected.” But 
later in the discussion from April 13, she asks Pat, Was that part of the 
diary? and Pat replies, “No. That wasn’t in it.” I had never heard of such 
a diary.
 I telephoned Pat, now living in Washington state, but she could 
not recall the conversation or the actuality of this book. “It was such 
a difficult time,” Pat said, “and I’ve forgotten a lot.” Lynne had no 
recollection of a diary, either. My father did not know of one. Thorpe, 
other friends—it was a mystery.
 And then my mind began to turn on itself. I recalled the death of a 
well-known poet, a woman I knew, who had told her closest friend: “If I 
die before David, go through my journals and pull out the pages that will 
hurt him.” Had Pat lied to me to save my feelings? Had there been a diary 
to destroy—one filled with incriminating stories that my mother wanted 
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burned from record? What experiences had scarred or embarrassed her 
so profoundly that she made her dear friend lie about the evidence? 
 But if that were the case, why would she allude to such a diary when 
she knew—as I’m told she knew—of the cassette by her bedside?
 In December, 2000, I drove to New York in search of this diary, 
but if the diary exists I could not find it. The failure brought me back 
to the tape. It was Pat who had initiated the topic with the words “you 
said” (“But it was like a piece of gold, you said”). Perhaps she simply 
knew the story, and my mother, drifting in a consciousness known 
only to the terminally ill, opened a spiritual “diary”: the Book of Life. 
Then, later in the conversation, when my mother actually used the 
word “diary,” it’s possible that Pat, overcome by the intensity of the 
moment, simply responded without fully hearing the question.
 Although no friend could recall a written journal, each person, 
when asked, seemed struck by the suggestion of such an artifact. Most 
people, I think, find themselves intrigued by the archeological nature 
of psychology. Reflecting on people we’ve loved, we bring to memory 
so much of our own sensibilities and experience. Perhaps the beauty 
of artifact is simultaneously its greatest danger: the interpretation of 
what’s been lost. Unburying the past, we can too easily bury our selves.

uuu

 I was the lucky one. I had the best jobs. I got this; I got that. 
I don’t know how I got it. I was very lucky. Everything happened 
to fall into my hands. Not like my friend Ulla. She never had 
any luck. [Laughter] She just had bad luck. That’s all.…

 This story had spun itself into the center of the border crossing in 
Belgium. My mother had begun with the train trip, stopped with the 
conductor’s reprimand, started the new story about Ulla (leading up 
to Ulla’s engagement), and then concluded the train story. Untangling 
the two, Bonnie asked, “What happened after Ulla got engaged?”

 I had this incredible job [in Paris] where I was free at four 
o’clock. I just had to set the table for the family and eat with 
them, take the dishes out, and then come back for the people at 
night. When I got there in the afternoon—I’d been painting at 
school during the day, and learning French part of the day, and 
painting the rest of the time—I heard this noise. It was about one 
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or two o’clock in the afternoon: “Oh! Ulla has gotten engaged!”
 “Wonderful,” I said. “Where are you going to be [for the 
celebration]?”
 “We have no idea. We’ll leave you a note at the Café du 
Dome and you’ll find us.”

 From here, my mother segues into a story of Ulla’s past (a trip to the 
Riviera where she got horrifically sunburned), but the time shift throws 
her too far from the story, and she’s lost. My grandmother notices the 
slipping focus, and, in Swedish, offers more details from the engagement 
party. An exchange in Swedish, then my mother switches to English: 
Yeah, wait a minute, as if to say, Just give me a little time, Mom. I’ll get to 
that part. The group understands what she means and laughs.
 At that point, I say, “She’s doing fine here,” and my voice has 
changed completely. It’s clear—and this amazes me now—that I am fully 
part of the experience, listening deeply, proud, maybe even delighted, 
mesmerized by the details. My grandmother immediately agrees (“Ya, 
she’s doing fine”) and my mother begins again—So, anyway.…—then 
feels lost—Wrecked it now. I don’t know where I was—and Bonnie tries 
to prompt her, but something happens. Most likely, my mother spits 
up; a few seconds later, it sounds as though she wants help cleaning 
her mouth.
 “You want some more milk?” Bonnie asks.
 Almost inaudibly, my mother replies, Nothing.
 Then I say, “Another one—” and Pat clarifies: “Another tissue.”
 “Boy,” Bonnie says, “I’d be the worst nurse in the world.”
 There’s a short amount of nervous, lighthearted discussion of 
Bonnie as a nurse, and then I redirect the conversation: “So you’ve got 
this note.”

 I’ve got this note, and when I got to the right place, they 
were sooo smashed. [Laughter.] There were two tables as long 
as this room. Our party; all belonged to our party. They were so 
drunk. They had everything on this menu that you could wish 
for. And I looked: there were caviar, the best kind of wines. 
Everything of the best you could dream, they had ordered. 
White wine, and wine rosé, and red wine, and back to this 
and whatever. It was supposed to be the best wine. [In mock 
French accent:] Ze best, you know. Best.…
 I came for the dessert and champagne. No one could have 
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the champagne. They were too drunk! There were glasses filled 
with cool champagne—only for me. [Laughter.] Just there 
waiting. They said, “We’ve saved you—well, here is yours.”
 I said, “You’re kidding.” I was interested in what they’d 
eaten, what they’d done.
 There was dancing—a wild mess of everything—and then 
they said, “Who’s paying for it?”
 “Well, we don’t know.” [Wild laughter.] Nobody knows 
who was paying for it.
 Paul [Ulla’s fiancé] had killed off everything he had before, 
in the Riviera, and he had no money. That was the crazy part 
of it. No one had a nickel. [Laughter.]
 [Bonnie: “What happened?”]
 We don’t know. To this day, we do not know who paid that 
bill.

 And now everyone’s roaring, cheering. When it dies down a 
bit, my mother continues with some subsequent stories: how Paul 
gets even more drunk and ties himself on top of a taxi cab; how Ulla 
becomes furious at his behavior; how they fight until he breaks off 
the engagement. Then my mother speaks of Ulla walking the streets 
at six in the morning—no place to go, no place to live—but my 
mother’s getting tired, and the fluidity of her narrative becomes more 
difficult to follow. There’s the suggestion that Paul breaks things off 
from America. There’s a brief mention of Ulla having TB, how no one 
wanted to hire her because of her cough. Later, we’re told, Ulla leaves 
for America because my mother’s there.
 Headphones tight against my ears, I tilt my chair back. I’ve been 
laughing out loud and am smiling as my mother continues the story of 
Ulla, now in America: The thing is, when she got here, I sponsored her 
papers—sponsored her, a fool—but— I’m ready for the next adventure: 
Ulla bumbling through the streets of New York, perhaps, or taking a bus 
to the other coast. (Oh, how could I have forgotten that afternoon?) Wild 
scenarios jumpstart and swell, but only for a moment, because at that 
syllable, the cassette spools to the clear leader, and she’s gone.

uuu

Some fragments from that year I can relive too easily, though 
in most cases I never before had a sense of date, a sense of the timeline. 



168  u  Crab Orchard Review

Sascha Feinstein

I remember, for example, how this group of friends selected one 
painting each, but until I heard the tape I did not realize that the 
exchange took place three days before her death. Had I tried a little 
harder, I probably could have placed the moment close to that day, 
because the inscriptions on the back too honestly reflected her failing 
health. Hands not steady. Vision doubled. My mother acknowledged 
the problems out loud while she penned her brief notes to her close 
friends. Now I see her gestures as heroic and beautiful, though at the 
time, when I watched the letters double and reverse—Thaank you, for 
veerythinng—my eyes kept returning to the carpet.
 And suddenly I’m staring at the carpet again with my own double 
vision: it’s within a week of my mother’s death, and she asks Pat to sing 
“Summertime” with me accompanying her on my alto. That tape exists, 
too, but I can’t bring myself to play through the whole song, and why 
should I? That memory has always been seared into my consciousness:

 Pat begins the slow melody, pronouncing each lyric 
with a controlled vibrato and remarkably clear diction (she 
once sang on Broadway), and then I attempt to embellish 
the phrasing—but nothing’s fluid. My lines sound either 
mechanical or bungled, my tone thin and edgy. Perhaps I 
couldn’t navigate the key that suited Pat’s voice; perhaps the 
answer’s more obvious than that. But as she stoically pushes 
to the song’s end, my fingers fail to find the tune’s changes.

 On tape, the mistakes sound that much worse, and when Pat 
sings “fish are jumping and the cotton is high,” I hit STOP, then fast 
forward through the performance, her voice and my saxophone now 
sounding like a special effect from a sci-fi flick. Did the tape keep 
running? Were there more stories here? I cue the cassette to the 
song’s close. I can hear some people weeping, and then my mother 
speaks, her voice receding. She responds, I can only believe, more 
to the gesture than the musicality. She responds the way she did—
almost exactly, now that I think of the words—when she received the 
foul-smelling cheese on that train from Belgium to Stockholm. She 
says, Beautiful…just beautiful.…
 Nothing else remains on that tape, but—another surprise—a little 
more remains in memory. Without knowing what I wanted to say, I 
turned to Pat and asked if she would come upstairs for a minute, and 
when we reached the second floor, I hugged her and wept. Except for 
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one moment shortly after the initial diagnosis, this is the only memory 
I have of crying for all those weeks. And I really sobbed. I must have 
turned my head into the crux of my right arm, because when I finally 
pulled away—and she held me for a long time—my sleeve had darkened 
almost to my wrist.
 I never had a moment like that with my mother. In retrospect, I 
realize that was my choice, and hers as well. Years later, friends said 
she could not talk about leaving me. She didn’t fear death, but she 
could not bear to dwell on her separation from me. I guess we both 
decided that a formal goodbye wasn’t possible. But she did manage 
to articulate her farewells to others. Although I do not recall being 
in the room when she spoke of Ulla and that threatening train ride, I 
remember vividly how she said goodbye to each person individually. 
This is the way to go, she said to Thorpe on the afternoon of April 
13th. This is the way to do it. And the following day, speaking to 
Lynne, before giving herself completely to sleep, she replayed the 
afternoon and, in doing so, replayed her own words: It was glorious. 
Now I’m ready to go.
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Reading YM at the Pool, Age 12

Possibility glints in the lapis lanes
at her feet. When she gets home, 
she will try the trick of lemons. 
She will condition with mayonnaise. 

She will practice holding her tongue 
between her fingers so she won’t 
gag on the first French kiss. Long 
and rolled out before her, the summer

is a highway. She imagines stops
along the way: at Mile First-Mosquito-
Bite, pick up better posture. At Mile 
Cool-Evening-at-Lickety-Split, pick up 

The Confidence to Make Him Yours! 
At Mile Three’s-Company-Marathon,
pick up laughter that ripples like ribbon 
in wind. She knows there is time

to fix the wrongs. She knows everything 
is next: Cool, dark theatres. Songs to roll 
around in. Calls to sneak late at night, a towel 
snug under the door so her careful laugh 

won’t travel. She will learn new words 
and then say them, their sharp thrill stinging 
her tongue like SweeTarts. The magazines 
will get none of it right. In August, 
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lightning will crack the backyard oak. 
As the wound smokes, she will press 
the hard bone just below her throat 
but know that now there’s no going back.
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The Guidance Counselor to the Girl

The test suggests an aptitude for solitary work. 
Have you considered a career as a computer 

programmer? Flower arranger? Planetarium
operator? No? What about zebrawood cultivation? 

Minor-league mascotry? Those heads muffle
all voices, even your own. Column A indicates

a proclivity for nature. You may have more luck 
as a bobcat than a sea turtle, a muskrat than a bobcat. 

What do you mean, why? We just discussed 
your inclination toward solitude! Here’s the list 

of promising careers: Muskrat we’ll cross out. 
Blue spruce on a half-acre? Nest-fleeing cardinal? 

Maybe? Let’s mark it. Throw-pillow by the fire? 
Asphalt-dinged Route 40 road sign? Lost gold 

stud in the sand? Anything? We’ll keep going. 
Abandoned Chevy in near-mint condition? One stone 

in the Grand Canyon at sunset? No, I agree, too much 
responsibility. How about this—the iron clapper 

in a wind chime. Well, I don’t know, my dear—
I imagine you’d have to create the wind yourself.
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Detasseling 

Spiderwebs span the corn rows. Cat’s
cradles. The foreman’s a baseball cap
yelling overhead, the machine so loud
we couldn’t understand him if we tried.

The cornfield smells like bugs and fungus
and fire. Just after sunrise, my mouth stops
watering, tastes the way a laugh feels
at someone’s funeral. Or how I felt

yesterday at lunch, when Lisa Loftus
took a whiz in Boss Baird’s soybeans 
next to the grass. I don’t know how 
she thought she could hide, squatting

like that. She looked like volunteer corn,
sprouting far afield where it shouldn’t
ought to grow. A fat piece of ignorance,
that girl. We were as nice to her as birds

to a scarecrow, I guess. One good look
at her round pocky face and I decided
to hate her, right then and there. I knew
when the crawler baskets started up again

everyone would be grossing out plenty
about Loftus, calling her an eyesore, saying
what a waste, and I wasn’t going to stand
on her roly-poly side. Today she’s a no-show,



174  u  Crab Orchard Review

Laura Polley

sleeping heavily somewhere while I ride
this machine like a slow torpedo. I want
to save the spiders. We’re headed straight
for them. But there’s nothing I can do

except think my apologies and crash
through their castles without looking sad.
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At Mid-Field

We already spelled everything out: gimme an R!
gimme an A! and on and on throughout the game
until the halftime show—until now. It’s time
to get down on your knees. You first, Lisa B,
on all fours like a dog. That’s it. Now Cheryl, line
up beside her, and Amy, you too, that’s three backs

to the sky. The crowd is waiting. The halfbacks
pace. Two more girls must join the pile to make up our
pyramid. Hurry up, now, music is playing—a line
or two off, a sixth-grade recital. Some game
this is, where the winners and losers must be
protected by the same hard-wired mask, and the time

goes slowly for the first two quarters, yet halftime
makes an impact like a drop-kick in the gut. Anyway, back
to business. Two more girls. Cathy! Kelly! Be
so kind—nevermind, so trained—as to climb your
sisters. Kneel on top and in between. Play the game
that Coach taught us, take your places, toe the line

because it’s my turn to shine. I am the point of this A-line
star. Even brainy girls get an advantage one time
in a thousand. How does it feel to be fair game
for my heels, digging in as I crawl up your backs? 
It’s not your fault that I’m smaller than you are,
but it does make the top the only place I can be.

Isn’t it a funny kind of karma, how all the powers that be
have made me the center, you the defensive line?
Every foe needs a match. I wouldn’t sweat it if I were
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you. If I were you I’d be trying to remember the time
when you snapped free my bra behind the principal’s back
and you tossed my lunch around, a sick game

of keep away. Or maybe you are thinking of an endgame,
swift revenge tomorrow at school. You could let it be,
if you were me, but you’ll keep at it. This is my payback
for your glittering schemes and your taunting one-liners,
and even though I know it won’t last for much time
I will hold my arms high. I will take from this hour

thirty seconds of an honest game. On the fifty-yard line,
your goal and mine, equidistant. Be assured, time
will backlight what I am—and what you are.
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The Poet at Sixteen 

That summer I painted fences across the island
though now I mostly recall a radio’s warm 
static bloom, ballads written years before 
I was born. Music eased hours, tuned a song 
in my throat, made sense of the work I despised 
with an anger I thought reserved for lonely boys. 
Boys in their easy youth. Each morning 
I wore the same torn jeans, same ripped shirt 
and worked until dark, until my hands ached red, 
until scrape of lead, tear of chip, its down and nap 
fall revealed decayed wood like dusk beneath 
sunlit days. Fences worn by long seasons of ice, 
snow and wind; this province of winter, this island 
of disrepair. After destruction, a fresh start. 
My vertical arm, ground to sky, head to groin
as paint washed over the grain, slicked taut
across the rough. Bright but not new
like my muscles’ etch and shape. Nightly 
my work followed me home—sunned skin 
I couldn’t scrub clean, I dreamed of fences 
corded across town their long expanse of break 
and start, I made my truce in the space between 
the bars. On the other side, greens of a sure season, 
voices of couples, pleasure of watching sparrows 
skip tree to tree, a hinge of sun then of shade.
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Stockpile 

We lived down the block from a stockpile of missiles,
 green-gray, four-foot-long, hundreds of them 
  in rows, arranged in plain view, their noses 
 lined up against some invisible limit. 
  I got up early one morning with an older boy
named Dudling, who pestered me every day the summer before, 
 even after I told him to ride his bike 
  at least twenty feet behind mine or else 
 I’d make him stand against the garage 
  so I could whip a tennis ball at his head. 

We snuck over an iron fence to check out 
 those fuselages, evenly spaced, like soldiers 
  or their headstones. Compelled less
 by the mystery of symmetry and more
  by our fascinations with shine and steel, 
me and this skinny pale kid with thick glasses
 and more nosebleed in his body than spit
  climbed down among those dark carcasses, 
 each marked with a vulnerable point, 
  each hoisted into its separate cradle. 

To examine more closely the shells’ curves, 
 how they swelled then narrowed toward the tip, 
  we lay a while on our backs. In the common way 
 one sort of wonder succumbs to another, 
  I breathed the hot curdle of oil unfurling from the tar 
to feel it simmer behind my eyes. Then,
 I sat up, turned to Dudling, and told him simply: Run. 
  And he did, taking off deeper into the rows of artillery, 
 and when my gawky companion paused 
  and pivoted to see if I had left him alone, 
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I aimed for his smooth Bang! white throat. Bang
 Bang! I said and cocked my thumbs 
  to shoot him with endless ammo, but he dodged 
 the fake tracers or ate the oncoming bullets 
  whole. No matter how hard I tried 
I couldn’t murder him by the rules of our fathers’ worlds 
 or the rules of the discrete worlds of our imagining. 
  I knew at some point it would be his 
 turn to pursue me. We raced again. 
  We weaved through the casings’ hard ranks, 

holding our hands out to caress 
 their metal mid-chase. I jab-stepped 
  toward one file then down the other. We dashed 
 the whole afternoon past missiles’ fins, tumbled 
  and slid down those strange and dangerous corridors 
until we both stopped to scan the carnage we left behind. 
 We were mobbed by stillness. 
  Only one year later, Dudling had grown five inches 
 and made second-string defensive end. 
  I didn’t throw so hard at his head. 

We passed each other one morning at that old iron fence 
 by chance, hardly stopping to lean against it, our backs turned 
  on the lot of haphazard barrels and drums stacked 
 in the very place where the missiles (shipped off
  in winter) taught us to dream of more private ruin.
That was not the last summer I’d kill my first weakling. 
 They all refused to go down. 
  Dudling and I arrived together, this time, 
 without a laughing grudge between us, barely able to disown
  the ecstasy, the cold order of machines, 
 everything final in his eyes and mine. 
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Despedida No. 5: Seattle/Snoqualmie
For AJ, Jayvee, Ron, and Jaydee

I’m sharing a room with these few 
 dark squat brothers 

who practice thuggery’s 
 mad-dog routines 

and who am I to stop them from becoming 
 tough to the world that dismisses them.

I’ve driven so many miles through 
 the desert nearly believing 

the brushfire voices there were not 
 entirely my own. 

Because memory is equally unkind 
 to strangers and loved ones 

alike, it’s difficult to let these things go. 
 You got to walk

into a gorge a half-mile steep where you find
 yourself with these

three young men whose names to you 
 are just fancy catalog, 

and you got to ride in a carload of the same boys 
 shouting dumb shit 

at the girl with yellow shoes and a hounds-
 tooth heart sewn 
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over the fist-sized one none of us dares to see, 
 and you got to travel 

an interstate where the evergreens lean 
 like eighty-foot street

gangsters rolling hundreds deep. Go 
 with them: the badasses 

lost in sweet smoke. Ask them twice 
 their names, if you must. 

When you reach together the river’s 
 crisp flow, wash 

your face in its shallow rapids of all 
 that city’s silt, 

and know it is work to keep from becoming 
 stone. Know 

how long swift currents wear a hard surface 
 smooth, 

how steady water opens breakneck crags 
 to the sky.
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Yardstick 
 

In the year of the slow dance,
boys lengthened as shy girls blushed
like ripe plums.  For the rest of us
non-dancers, they were the grim years
 
we adjusted to what we might expect
of our bodies, and measured that
against our futures in them. 
Meanwhile leaning like a tough
 
against the catch-all closet wall, a tool
by day, a sword by night—a yardstick
our father called his friend.  In the backyard
where duels were reenacted, loyalties
 
foresworn, where survival was an art form,
we lived on the cutting edge of disapproval. 
It was clear to me, to my grass-stained sister
beside me, two prickly weeds,
 
the outcome hinged on our courage
to say no, our talent for saying goodbye. 
We identified with fringe birds
that lined the yard like wind-blown trash,
 
and burned with a cool and desperate
indifference to all but the frail lives
our little brother kept in a wading pool—
tadpoles, turtles, and speckled newts. 
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At night the off-white stars shined
with such compelling silence
there was even room for him.  His tears
could not be traced to bad grades
 
or a bully’s stray shove.  Undone,
he was broken by the yardstick used 
for falling short, for not making right
our father’s wrongs and, by default, our own.
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By Means of Her Prerogatives

she swears a blue streak at a missed turn and
raises the volume on the radio of her mother’s Mercedes.

While blasting through the storm’s ephemeral lakes 
and streams, maracas and castanets, 
she lights up a Black Clove, loves the bite—electric
in the air, and terrifying.…

She doesn’t know yet, it’s not just late night traffic
she’s circuiting through, but some determined
second nature inside repeating itself in waves.

Her waist-length hair, catching the wind 
through a crack in the window, entangles the emerald 
notched in the curl of her index finger. 
It glitters there like some eye 
her boyfriend has fixed on her in his absence.

She tilts the car phone away from her ear
when he says he’ll be out of town again, as she predicted, 
—another weekend of “deer hunting” with “Uncle Ed.” 
By the way his voice softens down on his e’s, 
she’s sure this time it’s Carmella or Camelia, or
just one more skinny-ass cloud in the night
stacking itself upon her. 

A thin nimbus surrounds the moon.
Her laughter stabs then rises. 

A thrown gate and spiraling palm fronds 
in the parking lot of Club Rio crack the windshield, 
and a wished-for Cloud of Unknowing 
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sucks his face up for a while like a bee,
that thick honey from the desert.
She rushes inside,
and downing a last-call margarita with a stranger,
wants to know:

“Is this living, or what?”
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Teenager 16: Steam

You can’t ride with those hooligans, she shrills,
as she stands there with one damning hand
erasing your evening, the other hand
pressing steam for the hiss on the white shirt.
She sounds like a sewing needle, you think,
puncturing your jeans, at high speed,
to put a patch on the rip in your ass,
until—you want to sew her hands
into stillness, into a straitjacket 
of perfect acceptance, want to press
her lecturing fingers under the hard, 
hot iron until they bloom red
carnations. You want the din
of her voice to raise a pitch to perfect
laughter, until you can hear her fear
above the raging rollercoaster ride in your blood,
and she can hear your love above the high scream
of acid-rock rebellion. Then, you can wear the shirt, the jeans,
with pleasure, not steaming guilt, and you can kiss
her hand, her cheek goodbye, as your buddies honk 
outside for the wild ride to the wrong side of the world.
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I Am Not Now, nor Have 
I Ever Been, an Adolescent

Mine went MIA. I didn’t look for it. I didn’t know I was 
entitled to one. Perhaps it was merely lost in translation, there being 
no corresponding word in Sinhala for the term. It was not encouraged 
nor discussed, this uncomfortable period between being cared for 
and learning to care. The word was thrown around sometimes by my 
teacher-of-English-Literature-and-Western-Classics mother, but more 
often by my also English-educated writer father, and when they did, 
it was communicated as something not to be tolerated. It was a sort of 
overly-spelled four-letter-word for stupidity. 
 “The minister was at the cabinet meeting today. Bloody adolescent.” 
Like that. 
 Neither my two older brothers nor I were inclined to be confused 
with that sort of behavior, whatever it was. Most particularly not me, 
the treasured one, the convent-educated only girl in the family, a 
special star reigning over a galaxy of brothers and male cousins for the 
first decade of my life and, in effect, for much of my teenage years as 
well. We soldiered on, non-adolescently. 
 But there was an added dimension to the premise of our youth, 
something that we suddenly noticed as being other-than what defined 
the three of us, this work we did to be child, then adult, nothing 
between: the bitter iteration of marriage that was our parents’ primary 
contribution to the exterior emotional climate which we learned to 
navigate, relate to and eventually recover from. 
 It had always been there, this constant tremor threatening 
earthquakes of discontent and vitriol flung every which way—even, 
in one singularly memorable moment, with a dish of curried pumpkin 
flung against a framed-without-glass oil painting of vegetables where, 
one small smudge, unnoticed in the frantic washing I did to restore 
appearances, still remains—but as we climbed over the peak of our 
first decade on earth, we saw with a particular clarity that our lives 
were not to be showcased or diminished by their relationship, but 
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rather that we had a responsibility to protect and disarm while we 
prepared to sever and excuse ourselves. And them, too. 
 So perhaps it was not so much that adolescence was missing but 
that it was missed. My brothers made a valiant attempt to do the things 
that their peers did. The oldest, a gifted pianist, contrived to fail his 
final London examinations and then hide the results from my mother. 
The other brother broke into his high school to ring the school bell 
after dark and managed to get himself incarcerated for a night. But I, 
The Girl, had too much minding to do. I had no margins in which to 
scribble the usual small and large escapades of those years. I tackled 
the Leviathan from the innocuous nib of a biro and the page-a-day 
diaries that his secretaries gave my father, and which I hunched over 
in my pristine room. My pristine room with not a speck of dust in 
sight, with its shelves stacked with books whose spines stood exactly, 
exactly, exactly, together, going toe-to-toe with each other, with 
photographs framing my dressing table and fresh newspaper changed 
regularly to cover my desk, and a bed whose sheets I snapped into 
hospital corners, a clean-swept room in which I went to sleep each 
80-degree tropical night, wrapped from head to toe in various lengths 
of cloth—an old sarong belonging to my father, old shirts too, and 
socks, and a verti draped over my head and tight across my mouth, 
only my eyes showing—and all the knives in the house including the 
one butter knife, hidden under my bed. 
 What fears? What fears? Some, a few, all of them! The real, the 
surreal, the extra-terrestrial, the inward, outward, flesh-mangling, 
dream-depriving things from which children are supposed to be 
saved. The things they are supposed to grow up and save their children 
from; after they’ve passed over that brief covered bridge of madness, 
this adolescence of disposition where the ringing of school bells, 
the truancy of teens, the sneaking into adult-only movie theaters, 
the inhaling of someone else’s cigarette, air guitars and colored 
hair, perhaps, in the extreme, putting up posters of Che Guevara for 
the most leftwing group one could find—another effort of an older 
brother—should be the only hesitation. 
 No, no, to all of it. I lived by daylight, wrote in the evenings, and 
slept light. Awake at the intimations of discord—my father’s drinks 
pouring into my mother’s cut-glass. My mother’s upper-caste rage 
pouring into my father’s silent frame. The telephone ringing. The 
dishes clashing. Some fight we children had gotten into. The discovery 
of that failed exam. A decision by a brother to switch from studying 
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Physics and Maths to English Literature and Political Science. The lead 
up to elections. The approach of an almsgiving to remember a dead 
grandfather. The arrival of a bill. Or a death threat. Who knew? I was 
a child making sense without the inner quiet required to do so. With 
the burden of secrets withheld from parents who had unfolded into 
their own twisted uncomplimentary, divergent lives without noticing 
the underfoot.
 “Why don’t you talk about Shanali,” my mother asked one 
evening. Once.
 “They don’t talk to me anymore,” I said, my heart pounding. 
Could this be it? The longed-for moment of intervention? After round 
two in a second school? “Nobody does.” 
 Silence.
 “They call me Black Forest,” I added, raising the stakes, “because 
of my hair.”
 My father glanced up from the chessboard that I had set up for 
him, that I set up for him it seemed, a hundred times a day, from the 
endless replaying of games by Russians with beautiful faces and long 
fingers and names that rolled in my mouth. He glanced up and said, 
in his slow, exegetical way, “Marvelous! You should tell them that the 
Black Forest is a famous forest in Southwestern Germany. It is bordered 
by the Atlantic watershed and the Black Sea.” He paused to frown at 
the board, to move a white pawn in some direction toward the black 
queen. “The people there grew rich from the wood, and the silver and 
the ore” (his voice grew deep and mysterious for that word, dragged it 
out, orrre). He nodded, adding to the gravitas. “Black forest gateau,” he 
added at last, a non sequitur, as I waited, completely under the thrall 
of this explanation. And then he went back to Kasparov leaving me 
to fade into the woven seat of smoothed-wood chairs that I carried in 
each night from the verandah before the front door was shut. 
 They weren’t bad people—they were flawed like the rest of them—, 
just overly inattentive or perhaps haphazard in their attentions. My 
mother had set me up for success: I had learned to elocute, to perform 
on stage, to sing, to dance, to run, to swim, and also to play the piano. 
That last was so that I could have “options” when—not if—I married A 
Despicable Bastard or, more often, A Lousy Lout, who would keep me 
under lock and key and prevent me from gainful employment outside 
the home. I knew of nobody among my parents’ entourage of friends, 
all superbly eccentric, colorful and often gay, who labored in that kind 
of situation, but perhaps my mother felt this might be my lot. Perhaps 
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it had to do with my flat chest, dark skin, and boy hair—I was a boy 
in my dream life, another of those unexamined penchants that could 
have helped the whys to come gushing forth—so unlike the curves 
and fair skin and curls that destined others for good marriages. She 
pictured me safe inside this potential tomb of deprival where I would 
give piano lessons to small children and earn a little something with 
which I would do what? What? Buy my freedom? Send the houseboy 
out for lollipops? Which is perhaps why The Maiden’s Prayer was my 
favorite piece. A learned-by-heart that I played with great reverence, 
pianissimo and mezzo forte coming from guts tied to fingertips, not 
pedals. Though what I prayed for was escape, and not with any man 
but solo. In a flat. An independent life during which I would fulfill my 
goals: to be a lawyer, to work for the UN, to write books. 
 My father, when he was not upset with America and/or the 
government, which was such a rarity I remember the occasions, was 
funny. I confided in a brother once that I would run away. He had no 
patience. 
 “So what are you waiting for?”
 “If I had money, I would!” I said, convinced, to his back, turned 
away from me, working on his own poetry, a squish even then of 
Neruda and Márquez, a literary cocktail which has dogged him into 
two books of poetry and his professional writerly life as an adult. 
 My father, in transit between one refuge, the toilet seat, and 
another, the chessboard, peeked around the curtain. “What would you 
do if you had money?”
 “I’d run away!” I said, longing for a concrete enemy, a faceable, 
nameable one. 
 His eyebrows went up quizzically. “Then you won’t need money.” 
He pumped his elbows in slow motion. “You’ll be running.”
 Perhaps he only meant to lighten the gloom he knew waited 
just under the surfaces of his house, never quite his home. Under the 
polished tables, the servants who sometimes came but who most often 
went, the odd accomplished-yet-angry children, the ceaseless reminder 
of an unloved wife, the gone-wrong life. Or perhaps public integrity had 
its personal price. 
 Yes, they were not bad, not intentionally unkind, but when they 
drew near, they merely brushed the air around my head, the rest left well 
alone. 
 So I played normal at school. That was my challenge, the thing 
I needed to do to earn the right to grow up. A girl with not much 
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parental presence at school events, parent-teacher conferences, sports 
meets, in private schools where parents—how they looked, where they 
worked, what they contributed—was everything, I became brilliant, 
so I would be an asset, and unassailable, so no slight could faze me. 
Yes, I would run in multiple races, of course I’d audition for the lesser 
part of Rosencrantz for the school excerpt from Hamlet, and I would 
debate, and I would sing Joan Baez ballads, and I would attend any 
extra classes held after school. Yes, yes, yes to everything. I would do 
everything so nothing about me could be questioned except, of course, 
the frightening intensity of a forgotten child with visible and verifiable 
parents who were wholly absent. 
 My classmates were busy doing their own growing up and it usually 
took the form of swapping boyfriends and gossip, skipping classes and 
sometimes turning their attention to my peculiarity, especially when 
it smacked of something better than whatever they had. 
 “Where did you get that Ocean Pacific T-shirt?” someone asked me 
once at ballad-practice. I didn’t know what an Ocean Pacific T-shirt was. I 
had been given it, a metal grey shirt with a colorful strip of ocean creatures 
underlined by the letters for the brand separated fancifully by double 
spaces, by my host-brother, Cameron, an American exchange student 
who had washed up in our house against all odds. Two of them arrived 
on our doorstep that way. Perhaps something about the open-door, who-
knows-whom-we-will-find-sleeping-in-the-house-by-morning, explosive, 
haphazard incorrect conduct of a household in an otherwise properly 
maintained former British colony in South Asia, appealed to these 
adolescents from America. 
 “Cameron,” I said, and felt for a fleeting moment the sweetness 
of superiority. Cameron, an American name signifying all manner 
of possibilities. Everybody at school knew of Cameron, who wore the 
long white trousers and short-sleeved white shirt of all schoolboys and 
had to walk past the school to his previous host-family’s home. And 
Cameron had become “mine.” 
 Cameron and, before him, Daniel, had found our house through 
serendipity, that concept which the Persians once used to name my 
country Serendip. They met my brothers, fell in to chatting with them, 
went with them for chess tournaments that lasted till midnight and 
beyond, and camping at Horton Plains, which meant a single tent and 
no sleeping bags in the freezing cold of the mountains having traveled 
for hours on the night-mail and walked up seven miles. They did these 
things and suddenly they wanted to be in the family that my brothers 
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were fleeing and I was fighting to survive! They came and begged my 
mother to call the American Field Service offices and petition for re-
assignment. She did. They came. They became absorbed. They loved us 
and we loved them. Cameron’s mother had left his father and become 
a biker chick who rode around with her biker boyfriend in the usual 
cliché. What parallels he found in our life I do not know. But it was 
years later that I learned the rest of the lyrics to the words he scrawled 
in my autograph book, subsequently, poetically, lost at Grand Central 
Station: freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose. I thought he 
made those up. I thought he was so astute. 
 I also thought he made up the words he would sometimes sing 
tunelessly to me “don’t drink, don’t smoke, what do you do? Subtle 
innuendos follow must be something inside, tu-tu-tu-tu.…” And I 
thought he knew there was something inside that wasn’t quite aligned 
right. Something unhinged and tainted and wrong. And he became 
even more remarkable to me, this sixteen-year-old boy who had 
arrived from nowhere, unasked for, and settled in for a while, brought 
me prestige at school, words to live by and functioned as a boyfriend 
at the parties we went to together, slow dancing in a madly platonic 
embrace as we giggled and referred to each other as sister and brother. 
And somewhere buried under all the declamations against America 
and Americans and capitalism and Star Wars and Coca-Cola and 
conversations with my best friend that went like this:

Her: “I’m going to become an air hostess and find a blonde 
American, Ru. That’s what I want. I want a blonde American 
to get me out of this shit hole!” 
Me: “Gads. I’d never marry an American. I need brown skin.”
Her: “Well, I can ask him to get a tan!”
Me: “But you’d have to sleep with a mostellaria first!” (we were 
beginning to read Plautus’s The Ghost for our Advanced Level 
examinations at the time; we called other people Kitchen 
Utensils and felt superior);

conversations which were followed by shrieks of laughter at how well 
we knew ourselves, beneath all that, what Cameron left behind along 
with the Ocean Pacific T-shirt he had once pressed into my hands and 
his tears of farewell at the Katunayake International Airport, was a 
seed of belief, a small, porous, growing thing that must have whispered 
American boy, American boy to me until I grew up, and left for Maine 



Crab Orchard Review  u  193

Ru S. Freeman

with two suitcases carrying the bare essentials: dresses with puffed 
sleeves and bows on the back, high heeled pumps to wear to dinner, 
gifts for my professors, Orex ballpoint pens, Signal toothpaste and 
toothbrush and Samahan for coughs, colds, fevers or anything else. 
 And in America I met real adolescents, not like Cameron. These 
ones swept, carefree, through the corridors of my dorm, getting drunk 
in the lounge, twitching pens and looking confused in my classes, 
gagging over the fantastic meals in the cafeteria of an expensive liberal 
arts college I felt wildly, euphorically, thrilled to be at. These versions 
had no time for me, no time for songs. 
 It all seemed shameless to me, this discarding of their origins. 
As Parents Weekend drew near, my friends rolled their eyes and 
cursed and I marveled. I would have given anything to have my long-
misplaced parents visit the campus then. Anything to see them at 
dinner. Instead I went out for Greek food with a beautiful girl named 
Phoebe and her gracious mother and articulate father. We had a 
mostly silent dinner where they asked me questions. I felt as though 
I had been the entertainment. Perhaps I had. At the time I thought it 
was lovely of her to include me in a private reunion with her parents. 
Years later, she grew up and married a South African boy she had met 
while she had been a high school exchange student. The world did not 
turn so much as it returned to an older story. 
 But watching those friends, I rediscovered my parents’ aversion to 
adolescence. It was not a period of time, I swore—still swear—it was 
an indulgence in stupidity. Who had the right to be so unconcerned 
with other people? With me? With Palestine? Who could be so 
uninformed as to believe that if people who couldn’t place Kuwait on 
a map and had their own cars on campus marched around the college 
pond with candles, there would be no war on Iraq? I blamed all this on 
the condition of adolescence. I could spit that word out with the same 
contempt my father once had. He about his colleagues, and sometimes 
about America, I about my peers. I also learned to infuse every political 
piece I wrote with that same derision. Adolescence was, I felt, an 
absence of intellect, something to be ridiculed and disassociated from. 
In an effort to distinguish my unique perspective on adolescence from 
that of my parents, I changed their “bloody” to “fucking,” or, for more 
panache, “bloody-fucking.” 
 Still, despite this new effort to lay a claim to an advantage, a dirge 
of sorts to that lost time in my own life, the things that Cameron, that 
once heroic, now near-mythical sage from the past had said, came back 
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to me repeatedly until I realized that I had, indeed, left my long-term, 
much beloved, wholly brown-skinned boyfriend, and sung Joan Baez 
into the heart of another American boy. Another who, like me, had 
experienced adolescence in the absent-presence of parents, his father 
the son of a Veteran, his mother a devotee of The Feminine Mystique, a 
member of MENSA, between Yale Business School and IBM. 
 And now, safe in an American home—where I do not intend to 
give piano lessons though I intend to, and do, pay for them—where I 
sleep unafraid, facing upward, naked if I feel like it, even in the midst 
of a nor’easter, where all the sharp things spend the night in the kitchen 
and the underbelly of my bed collects dustballs, where the past has 
gone to where it should be left, a place for harvesting small diamonds, 
little treasures to be bartered for stories like this, for the longing poetry 
and truthful fictions that I write now, I have no fear of adolescence. 
It waits in the form of all of my daughters, in their half-American 
(adolescent), half-Sri Lankan (lost/hidden/denied adolescence) hearts. 
This lack of fear, it helps me write. The political notes that people love 
for their seeming courage, their unforgiving sight, the pieces that help 
me rid my head of problems: bombs in Beirut, the ruins of the national 
library in Baghdad, the hijacking of the presidential elections, or the 
awarding of Oscars to misogynistic lyricists. But mostly it helps me 
write the stories that recreate unseen places, unknown times, a milieu 
in which The Girl could have been any girl, any child. 
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The Truman Capote Aria

Television was one of our English teachers in the 1980s, 
the decade we had to adjust to our new home in America. Since our 
families all lived together in a three-bedroom apartment in Thermal, 
California, I’m including my eight cousins and my younger brother 
Alex. Each evening the ten of us would cram into the living room 
to watch one of the two snowy channels we were able to get without 
cable, while the adults sat around the small dining room table in 
the kitchen to talk. The only time we all came together was during 
Buck Rogers and The Incredible Hulk, when we’d all laugh at my 
grandmother invoking Jesus, Mary and Joseph at the transformation 
of Bill Bixby into the beast. The Hulk frightened her because she 
thought it was a duende on steroids and therefore capable of 
terrorizing the streets in daytime. Duendes are supposed to come 
around in the cover of dawn when their music and mischief is meant 
to occur unwitnessed, though every once in a while someone claims 
an accidental sighting. But otherwise it was made clear that since 
the grown-ups were discussing important matters in the kitchen, the 
women sipping coffee, the men nursing beers, the ten of us had to 
sit still and quiet in front of the television, which was kept at low 
volume. 
 The strategy for keeping the noise down worked for the most part, 
and only once or twice do I remember a disagreement breaking out 
over which of two programs to watch. These arguments were settled 
by our grandfather, who simply walked over the bodies splayed out 
across the floor and reached down to pull the plug from the socket, 
which added a dramatic flair to his deadpan pronouncement: “Now go 
to sleep or I’ll yank the cord out of the television as well and then that’s 
the end of that.”
  Since we were all under fifteen, we were enrolled in the elementary 
school across the street. My older cousins resented being held back a 
year or two, but our parents were told that we had some catching up to 
do in terms of our English skills. I didn’t care either way. At ten years 
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of age, I liked school and my teachers and how my personal English 
tutor would show me new words, like “chores.”
 “Shores is something else,” she said in response to my inability to 
pronounce the ch sound. “Chores,” she explained further, “are what 
you do after school, after you’re done with your homework.”
 I looked up at her. “You mean like watch television?”
 She chuckled. “Not exactly. I mean what you do before you earn 
the right to watch television.”
 “Shower?” I said, explaining to her that since there were so many 
of us at home, all of us kids had to take our baths right after school, 
before all the grown-ups got back from work.
 “Okay…” she said, showing me her full set of teeth. “Then who 
mows the lawn and who cleans your room?”
 We had no lawn. We had an old beat-up elevated porch in the 
front and a deserted lot in the back where the men parked the cars. 
My room was the living room, which I shared with nine others. All 
we had to do was pile up the blankets in the corner and then, like my 
grandfather always said, “That’s the end of that.”
 “I see,” my tutor said. And then she moved on quickly. “How about 
this word: chimney.” I secretly hoped she wouldn’t ask me to relate to that 
word either, since all we had was a gas heater we used as a bench during 
television hours because we didn’t all fit on the three-piece sofa set.
 There really weren’t that many chores to go around. The women 
swept, mopped, did the laundry and the dishes. Grandfather cooked, 
mostly in this industrial-sized pot and mostly stew because it could 
feed the entire family. He was very territorial about his domain and 
whenever my aunts or my mother made a noble attempt at the stew, he 
had something to say about it. Once he came over to peek under the 
lid and scoffed: “What the hell kind of meal is this? Where’s the meat? 
It looks like you’ve got nothing but a dead man’s bones swimming 
around in there.”
 All that the rest of us had to do was not make a mess. Any 
display of sloppiness, no matter how small, was met with corporal 
punishment as an example to the rest of us. Besides, we didn’t own 
too many things that could litter the house, like toys. When we first 
made the trip north, we were all allowed three personal items besides 
our clothes. Mine were a songbook, a lime-colored toy car, and an 
oversized plastic soldier. This last item I chose because the toy soldiers 
owned by everyone I knew were in miniature, so I thought I might 
impress the kids in the United States if I showed up with it. Over time 
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we didn’t accumulate much else because our parents never had the 
money to spoil us with gifts for either birthdays or Christmas. 
 Birthdays especially came and went without so much as a mention. 
I was devastated to find out that when I saw my grandmother wiping 
off the inside of the front door it wasn’t because she was helping 
prepare for my eleventh-year anniversary—she was simply wiping off 
the grime that had accumulated on the wood. But my reward would 
come anyway, quite by chance. That afternoon she couldn’t find her 
purse, so she had us all turning her room upside down to find it, 
promising a prize to whoever found it first. It was I who discovered 
it, lodged between the mattress and the wall. She gave me a dollar and 
I marched immediately to the local market to buy my birthday gift: a 
book of search-a-word puzzles. 
 Thus the apartment with nineteen people was always neat and 
orderly. And to keep it quiet, there was the television. I do remember 
a small transistor radio that was kept on the window sill above the 
sink, but I don’t remember anyone ever turning it on, not while my 
grandfather was around anyway. So it simply sat there, snuggled 
among the row of plants like a pot that couldn’t flower. The only music 
we were subjected to was my grandfather’s accordion, which he pulled 
out to impress company, followed by a selection of his Mexican folk 
records—Veracruz fandangos played with the harp and pirekuas from 
Michoacán sung to the violin in Purépecha, my grandmother’s native 
tongue. No mercy was shown to whatever youngster dared to laugh at 
the corny tunes. In fact, if anyone whined about having the television 
turned off, the volume was turned up and the evening festivities would 
be deliberately extended into the night. 
 Thinking back on it, we weren’t really missing anything spectacular. 
Television in the ’80s on the main networks was like cotton candy. The 
sitcoms were fantasy thirty-minute narratives in which the big family 
conflicts were disagreements over curfew or the right to take out the car. 
The storylines were so removed from my daily living experience that 
I simply thought this was how Americans lived, not us, the Mexican 
immigrant family from Zacapu, Michoacán, living in a place where 
there was never a question that the front door was locked by eight o’clock 
and that only the grown-up men had a right to sit behind the wheel. 
And no matter how much we stretched our frame of reference, the only 
way we could connect to the The Love Boat was through a canoe ride 
everyone has to take to get from Pátzcuaro to the island of Janitzio in 
the middle of the great lake in our beloved homeland, Michoacán. But 
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through these simplified conversations on the television we all picked 
up an essential vocabulary.
 “I beg your pardon?” was one of my favorite expressions, followed 
by: “Well, I never!” 
 These phrases, however, only worked on my cousins. I once blurted 
one out to my mother after she asked me to help her bring in the sheets 
from the clothesline and she whacked me on the side of the arm with 
the bag of clothes pins because she thought I was being fresh.
 My younger cousins exercised less imagination and simply adopted 
the catch phrases of the period, like Fonzie’s “Aaaayyy!” in Happy Days 
with both thumbs turned up, or Arnold’s “Wha’choo talkin’ ’bout, 
Willis?” crowd-pleaser from the show Diff’rent Strokes. Somehow this 
last one didn’t quite have the same effect in our household. When one of 
my cousins retorted with a “Wha’choo talkin’ ’bout, Abuela?” the rest of 
us beat him down with pillows for sounding stupid. 
 For the next two years the routine did not change much, though 
tensions were running high and people were getting tired of the lack of 
privacy. But the television soldiered on loyally, even after the rabbit ear 
antenna was supplemented with aluminum foil and the plastic panel 
over the control buttons had to be taped on with electrical tape. It 
certainly did look like a casualty of war—and there were many raging 
within the walls of the house: two of my aunts had it out over the use of 
the washing machine, two of my cousins accused each other of losing 
the plastic top to the gallon of milk, someone wore someone else’s 
sweater and stretched it, someone left the back door open, which let 
the flies in, and someone, my grandfather was determined to find out, 
had knocked over the salt shaker, which spilled and wasted all over the 
table. The excuses for conflict were so small, it was only a matter of time 
before the families, out of exhaustion and despair, would disperse. 
 And then one year we did, but briefly, only to be brought back 
together after the death of my mother. We slipped comfortably into 
the old routines. This time, however, my grandparents decided not 
to move back in with the families of their three children. They had 
been so hurt that my father and his siblings had dared to break apart 
the year before, that this time they would simply keep watch from a 
distance, in a decrepit house in front of the Thermal post office.
 “Besides,” my grandfather explained further, “we put in an 
application for government housing in Indio. They’re sure to call us 
any day now.”
 Soon after that, my aunt decided to return to México with her 
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five children in tow. The three older ones had such a difficult time 
adjusting, they dropped out of school, but were still too young to get 
full-time jobs, so they were roaming around the town getting into 
trouble, especially the two boys. My female cousin was kept locked 
up in the house because she had blossomed into a beautiful young 
woman, and her mother was afraid she would tempt one of the many 
young farmworkers camped out in the overcrowded all-male houses 
down the block. So off to México they went, and those who stayed 
behind wished them well, though the adults gave each other knowing 
looks when reports came back from the homeland that one of the boys 
had run away, that the other had become an alcoholic, and that the girl 
had gotten herself knocked up. 
 In the meantime, there we were, my father and his two sons, my 
uncle, his wife, and their three children, reveling in the new spacious 
arrangement. And without my aunt’s five children, I became the oldest 
of the kids, which immediately shifted the dynamics of who was in 
control of the television. I was. 
 My power was also based on the fact that I could stay awake so late. 
The adults no longer insisted the television be turned off by ten o’clock. 
As long as it was on low volume, no one said anything anymore. I lay 
down near the set, close enough to reach up and turn it off when I was 
dozing off to sleep. This is how I ended up watching Johnny Carson’s 
late night talk show and then old movies the local networks ran past 
eleven p.m. It took me a while to catch on to Johnny Carson’s humor, 
inside jokes that everyone in the studio audience seemed privy to. But 
I still felt left behind, like the times I heard the pre-recorded laugh 
tracks on sitcoms and could not understand what had been so funny 
about what had just been said. The late night dramas were easier to 
grasp without the distraction of laughter.
 My command of English at this point was very good, so much 
so that I was already reading entire novels. I was particularly partial 
to murder mysteries, which is why I checked out Agatha Christie 
paperbacks from the library’s bookmobile that made its way to the 
neighborhood on weekends, and why I sought out mysteries when I 
leafed through the latest TV Guide. Weekend reruns of Columbo were 
my favorite, as were the old-school sleuth films featuring Sam Spade 
and Charlie Chan. Much later I realized that the local networks ran 
these old flicks because Thermal was part of the Coachella Valley, a 
cluster of desert towns that included Palm Springs, Palm Desert and 
other golf course havens placed on the map by the many retirement 
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communities that housed celebrities of times past. But my personal 
benefit was the viewing of the plot-driven stories that engaged me late 
in the night while everyone else was asleep. It was like having the house 
all to myself. During the daytime I had books to keep me entertained 
and isolated; at night, the television.
 So it was with much anticipation that I awaited the showing of 
Murder by Death, a spoof of detective novels starring all of my favorite 
television and paperback heroes, but with a satirical spin: Sam Spade 
became Sam Diamond, Jane Marple became Jessica Marbles, Mr. Chan 
became Mr. Wang, and so forth. I even took a nap that afternoon to make 
sure I didn’t fall asleep before the end of the movie. This was going to 
be the highlight of my fascination with murder mysteries and the exotic 
world of mansions and butlers. It would be like bringing my board game 
Clue to life. I had convinced my father to buy me a used set from the 
secondhand store, but I never got to play it because half of the pieces were 
missing and the deck of cards was incomplete. I simply wiped the dust off 
the cover over the years to conserve it like a prized relic.
 That night I sat down in front of the television and resolved to pay 
close attention. These television mysteries were clever, distracting you 
from the pertinent clues with red herrings and useless information. 
Once the movie got going I was thrilled with the setting, the quirky 
characterizations, and the jokes, like when Mr. Wang reads the name 
and address plaque in front of the mansion: “Two Two Twain!” The 
movie was not quite politically correct, I would later learn, but in the 
meantime I was reveling in my ability to catch some of the humor. 
And then, once the odd assortment of detectives gathers at the dining 
table, this squat, funny-looking man comes rolling in on a moveable 
chair and announces, “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I’m your 
host Lionel Twain.”
 At fourteen, I didn’t have to think too hard to realize this little man 
was a homosexual, but glamorous somehow, like a pint-sized Liberace. 
His mannerisms, head gestures, even his voice was drenched in an 
affectation I admired. Now my favorite expressions were complete. 
“Well, I never!” I could say as I flung a hand to the back.
 I had only seen representations of effeminate men on television 
movies, but not on television shows. In movies they were usually 
hairdressers or aerobics instructors with matching leg warmers and 
a headband, and they were as frail as moths. I could say the same in 
terms of stereotypical depictions of ethnic minorities: black people, 
Arnold and Willis notwithstanding, were usually the villains in cop 
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shows, Asians and Mexicans were sweatshop workers. In fact, the only 
Asian folks I remember seeing on a frequent basis were the couple who 
spoke perfect English but who worked in a laundry facility in a Calgon 
detergent commercial. “Ancient Chinese secret,” the young Asian man 
responded when the white client asked him how he left her clothes 
smelling so clean. And apart from Charo on The Love Boat and Ponch 
on CHiPs, and, say, Speedy Gonzales on the Saturday morning cartoons, 
there was no substantial gesturing toward Spanish, let alone México. 
 I never questioned why these groups were so invisible, especially 
Mexicans. I suppose because I saw Mexicans every day. In fact, I had 
to turn to books and television to get away from them, to escape into 
a universe where conclusions and solutions were as certain as the 
end of the hour, or the final chapter of a book. In our household it 
was always the same old drawn-out plot of poverty with no climactic 
moment in sight.
 So I turned my attention to this funny little man, who was a new 
type of homosexual. The actor’s name was Truman Capote. I had never 
seen him in anything before, so I figured he was one of these showbiz 
folks from the ’70s, retired or dead by now. And I didn’t think much 
more about him until a few days later when there was a news brief 
interruption on the television. The news anchor announced that notable 
author Truman Capote had died in the Los Angeles home of Joanne 
Carson, ex-wife of Johnny Carson. No foul play was suspected.
 I became dizzy. Those compressed sentences came loaded 
with information. Carson. Capote. Author. Foul play. It was as if all 
of my knowledge and interests had collided into a single moment 
that threatened to push me off the side of the earth. Suddenly this 
information I possessed held meaning, relevance and context. It was 
like carrying around a compass all this time and coming across an 
occasion to actually use it. It was like coming closer to the mandatory 
dénouement at the end of a mystery. Indeed I felt oriented. I had a 
responsibility to find out more, to keep exploring now that I had a taste 
of something juicy. That Saturday I stood on the porch like a guard dog 
all morning, waiting for the bookmobile to turn the corner.
 The librarian driver must have recognized the sight of a boy on 
a mission because I marched straight up to the big yellow van and 
demanded, “Do you have anything written by the actor Truman 
Capote?”
 He chuckled, checked his box of index cards and said, “Not here. 
But I can bring you something next week. What shall we start with? 
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Breakfast at Tiffany’s?” The title sounded like a murder mystery so I 
went with that. 
 That same week another change was upon us: my aunt had grown 
tired of being the sole caretaker of five kids and two grown men. There 
was that much more laundry to do, and more meals to serve, more 
dishes to wash. Indeed, all this extra work was placing stress on my 
uncle’s marriage. Once, we were all piled up in a station wagon on a 
brief visit to my other aunt’s family just across the border. My father 
was driving and my uncle rode shotgun. I sat between my aunt and my 
female cousin in the back seat. My brother Alex and the two youngest 
boys rode the seat facing the back. We were sleepy, bored, and only a 
few miles from crossing the international line when my aunt and uncle 
got into an argument. I didn’t pay much attention to the origin of the 
conflict, but true to my uncle’s temperament, it escalated quickly.
 “You know what?” my uncle said. “Just shut up.”
 “Why does it always have to end like this, with you shutting me 
up?” my aunt said. “I’m only trying to tell you that—”
 “Shut up!” my uncle yelled, and he reached back to swat my aunt 
across the face.
 “Hey,” my father interrupted. “If that’s how you want to behave in 
front of your children, that’s your business. But I’m going to ask you 
not to do that in front of mine.”
 At the next stop, my uncle, filled with shame, ran out of the car, 
and we spent the next fifteen minutes following close by, my aunt 
with her face out the window, pleading, “Please get back in the car. 
Husband, please get back in the car.” 
 My father, sensitive to his brother’s plight, resorted to the most 
desperate of measures: he contacted my grandfather, who had since 
received that call from the government housing and was living in a 
two-bedroom apartment in Indio.
 The thought of moving in with my grandfather again disheartened 
me, but I had no say in the matter. I had just turned thirteen. By now 
I had resigned myself to the fact that my choices had always been 
limited, like the two television stations, like the bookmobile—always 
samplings of a larger world. My father put it simply: we could move in 
with our grandparents or go back to México.
 “Why can’t we just live by ourselves?” I asked, but the question 
was silly. The three of us—my father, my brother and me—living 
together like roommates, like in Three’s Company? That was the stuff 
of television—idealistic and disconnected to who we were. “Hey, 
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everybody,” my father would announce after coming home from 
harvesting grapes all day. “Let’s go grab a bite at the Regal Beagle!” 
 The few times the three of us ever had meals together, we were 
continually struck by my mother’s absence. And one time a policeman 
approached us while we were dining at a pizzeria, and he asked my 
father if that was his blue Mustang out in the parking lot. We all froze, 
thinking that someone had crashed into it or that the wheels had been 
swiped, and then how the hell was my father supposed to get to work 
the next day. I could almost hear him blaming me for convincing him 
to take us out to eat at the dangerous downtown strip mall. It turned 
out the car had rolled back because my father had left it in gear and 
it was now sitting between two designated parking spaces. My father 
went out to fix the problem and then refused to eat pizza when it 
arrived, and I thought how sad it was that my father was so scared to 
go through life without my mother. 
 Moving back to México was not really an option either. I had 
grown accustomed to my American books, my American television, my 
American classroom. And once I got a mailing label on the TV Guide 
that had cut off the final letter of my first name, most likely because 
it was so long, but I adored the sound of it, Rigobert. Very American 
sounding. I peeled it off carefully and saved it in a photo album. What 
would I do with all this American knowledge in México?
 My father had already made up his mind, but he sat down my 
brother and me to lay out the plan anyway. “Plus,” he added, “your 
grandparents have free cable where they live.” I got an uneasy echo of 
the time my grandmother came to Michoacán to tell my brother and 
me how much we would love the United States. “Plus, they feed you in 
school,” she said, and she knew she had hit a vulnerable spot because 
we were going hungry in Mexico, and all we ever got in our Mexican 
school were saltine crackers and hot sauce. And that wasn’t free.
 “When are we moving?” my brother asked.
 “It’s better to do it before school starts,” my father said. “That way 
you won’t fall behind or anything. We’ll move next weekend.”
 Although I had acquired a vast amount of information, I had very 
few possessions. From the times nineteen of us had lived in one house, 
storage space was limited. Each family unit was designated a closet and 
that was the end of that. My mother had mastered the art of keeping 
all of our clothes underneath the bed. There were four long sheets of 
cardboard, which she could slide out depending on whose clothes she 
wanted access to. Besides my clothes, all I could claim ownership of was 
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a narrow bookshelf my parents had given to me when I won the fifth-
grade Spelling Bee. It was packed with books, and my father assured 
me that there was a space for them at my grandparents’ apartment. 
I didn’t hold on to any of my toys, except for a bag of dominoes my 
brother borrowed to play war, propping them up on the floor like 
rows of soldiers and then knocking them down from a distance with 
a ping pong ball. We could have moved that minute if we needed to, 
but I suspected that was my grandfather’s touch at work. He always 
had to have control over everything. Otherwise he wasn’t happy. My 
brother and I braced ourselves for another couple of years of rules and 
restrictions, and of our grandfather lording over us with his authority 
over the television.
 Suddenly, I remembered the bookmobile and the copy of Breakfast 
at Tiffany’s that awaited me on the next visit. Knowing my grandfather, 
he would probably have us relocate at the crack of dawn. But I worried 
unnecessarily because my grandfather wanted us there on a Sunday 
and the bookmobile always showed up on a Saturday.
 “I’m moving tomorrow,” I informed the librarian driver. “How 
will I bring this book back?”
 “Oh, well, where are you moving to?” he asked.
 “All the way to Indio,” I said.
 The librarian driver laughed. “That’s even better,” he said. “You 
know the main branch is located in Indio. Now we won’t have to come 
to you anymore. You can come to us.”
 I marveled at the possibility. The only library I ever knew was 
the one in school, and it wasn’t its own building. It was a large room 
lined wall-to-wall with bookshelves, and the librarian there was as 
controlling as my grandfather. And because there was no place to hide, 
she stood over the check-out desk like a hawk, waiting to tell someone 
what they were doing wrong: “Don’t turn the pages like that! Push the 
book all the way into the shelf if you’re not going to get it! Don’t just 
stand there looking lost; grab the book and sit down immediately!” 
 If it weren’t for the librarian driver my opinion of book people 
would have been dramatically different. 
 “The address is on the back,” the librarian driver told me. I 
thanked him and went off to read my book.
 Reading Breakfast at Tiffany’s was another revelation. Firstly, I 
had to get over the fact that the funny little man in Murder by Death 
wasn’t really the voice in the book. In fact, he wasn’t anywhere to 
be found, and I wondered how Truman Capote could do that, hide 
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himself inside his words. Secondly, I must have missed something in 
the reading because I never found out who this Tiffany gal was and 
why Holly Golightly wanted to have breakfast at her place. But the 
part that really got to me was how Holly had reinvented herself, how 
she was wearing vocabulary and knowledge of the world to disguise 
her former self—Lulamae from Tulip, Texas—and how she had left her 
past behind like a house too ugly to go back to or even admit she had 
once lived in at all.
 My cousins, once my aunt took them back to México, became 
even more resentful of me. When we visited them in Mexicali, across 
the border, they called me gringo and humiliated me in front of their 
friends about how I loved gringo television and the gringo language. 
When we were still living in Thermal, I was subjected to a periodic 
tongue-lashing by my cousins because their mother held me up as an 
example. I was doing so well in school. I was learning English. But I 
was on their turf now, and there I was a traitor.
 “He’s ashamed of being Mexican,” one of my cousin’s friends 
pointed out one time when we were all out frolicking in the street and 
I refused to join in a game of soccer because I was a horrible player.
 I really didn’t understand why I wasn’t allowed to fit in. Perhaps 
it was because I was ignorant of Mexican pop music or Mexican 
television personalities. But my cousins should have explained 
our situation—all those years with two stations in English and my 
grandfather’s folk records. Or perhaps it was the way I spoke Spanish—
the Michoacán inflections my grandmother and father still had were 
now undetectable in my voice, deliberately subdued because it was our 
cousins who ridiculed my funny-sounding Spanish. All this time I had 
been imitating their flat border Spanish. 
 But I didn’t feel like a gringo. I still loved beans and tortillas, and 
ate hot sauce as adventurously as my father. But I was also crazy about 
pizza and the hot dog, the first American food I remember eating 
when we crossed over. There really wasn’t anything glaringly gringo 
about Thermal or even Indio, except that the young people preferred to 
speak English and, like my brother, listened to American heavy metal. 
And certainly my cousins shouldn’t blame me because they dropped 
out of school. That was their choice. I was going to have an education. 
I had made my mind about it, and knew the way to be successful was 
by not being like my Mexican cousins. So I sought myself elsewhere.
 I remember once my brother and I were watching an old Mexican 
movie, and a scene showed a young boy wandering around the square, 
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his shoeshine kit under his arm. My brother turned to me and said, 
“That’s what we would’ve been doing now if we had never left Zacapu.”
 And then I thought about my cousins, one apprenticed to a 
mechanic, another to an electrician. My fate was school nine months 
of the year and the grape fields in the remaining three. Yet I knew I 
was simply biding my time. In four more years I would be an adult 
and I already knew I would leave this world behind because it didn’t 
fulfill me. I imagined Holly Golightly coming to the same conclusion 
because her dreams were much bigger than the space she was born 
into, and how she began to collect her new identity, word by word, 
until the time came for her to exist in another language. 
 I was stunned after reading Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Not in the way 
those surprise endings in the murder mysteries left me thinking how 
the solution had eluded me. It was a different feeling altogether, as 
if the book were meant to guide me, the reader, to a discovery about 
myself. But the book was about Holly Golightly, not me. How, then…? 
Well, I never!
 I became intrigued enough to seek out another book. In Cold Blood 
was too thick for me to consider even touching it, plus the title turned 
me off completely. It was about two murderers, and though I was no 
stranger to murder via Agatha Christie, I knew this wasn’t in the same 
arena. It took place in some farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, so 
there was probably no baroness or even a retired English colonel to pull 
his pipe out of his mouth to raise his voice at Hercule Poirot with the 
firm but polite protest: “Why you unmitigated little bounder!” 
 There was, fortunately, a slimmer volume available at the library 
called A Christmas Memory, hardbound and in a little handy dandy 
box, like a Christmas gift. I had never seen such packaging for a book 
before, so I knew this must be quite a special edition. I tilted the box 
and pried the book out with my fingernail. A musty scent was released 
into the air. I sniffed the cover, knocked on the spine and then, to 
complete the five-faculty sensory connection, I consumed the story in 
one sitting.
 This was a new experience also. It was almost like the other side 
of the Holly Golightly coin. Here, the narrator possessed an insatiable 
nostalgia for the people from the childhood he left behind: an elderly 
cousin who called him Buddy, Queenie the dog, and the unflappable 
Mr. Ha-Ha Jones, the saloon keeper. It was like looking at old family 
photographs and wanting to squeeze oneself between the bodies 
posing for the camera. It made me long for my childhood back in 
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Michoacán, before the great migration to the U.S., to that time when 
every morning had sound—the roosters crowing, the wagon wheels 
of the alfalfa cart spinning, the discarded bucket water splashing on 
the cobblestone street. At the end of the story, when the narrator reads 
the sad news of his cousin’s passing, I began to tear and feel almost 
embarrassed that a book could move me like this. I no longer thought 
of Truman Capote as that funny little man in Murder by Death who 
had no pinkies and whose mother was a Roman Catholic and whose 
father was an Orthodox Jew. He was full of depth and humanity. How 
interesting this complexity in Truman Capote, he who was able to 
create narratives about reinvention through the glamour of privilege 
and about recollection through the amenities of the simple life. 
Indeed it was possible to slide from one landscape to another. And it 
was indeed possible to occupy both places simultaneously. It was like 
being bilingual and bicultural. Many years would pass before I’d read 
In Cold Blood and Music for Chameleons, books that made my respect 
for this writer grow exponentially.
 I considered my grandparents, how they would sit around the 
table and reminisce about Michoacán. How they’d invoke names of 
people and close the conversation with the certainty that they were 
probably dead. And whatever place they had left was no longer worth 
going back to because it was not the same place.
 “They say they put up a fence around La Zarcita,” my grandfather 
said, recalling the multi-purpose lake of our town, where women hand-
washed clothes and boys learned to swim while young lovers picnicked 
within earshot on the grassy edge.
 “Next thing they’ll do is start charging admission,” my grandmother 
said.
 “No,” my grandfather said, his voice heavy with sadness. “It’s not 
our Zacapu anymore.”
 But it is, I wanted to tell them, except that it now exists only in 
memory. I had my version of Zacapu, Michoacán as well, and I still 
inhabited it when my new home in Indio, California, was letting me 
down. The heat, for example, was intolerable in the summers. 
 In fact, I was having a so-so time adjusting to my new home and 
my new school. The housing project was crowded, noisy, dirty, and full 
of those young errant men that dropped out of high school and joined 
the local gangs because there was no other choice, so they adopted the 
hairnets and the chinos, and patrolled the projects in the evenings. At 
night we could hear gunshots from the neighboring housing project, 
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which was considered the tougher one. We thanked our good fortune 
and remained safely inside the apartment, where we did have cable, and 
a television with a remote control. But the novelty of these upgrades was 
overshadowed by the Spanish-language stations that my grandparents 
were tuned into day and night. The only English language programs 
they watched were nature shows, which didn’t interest me much. My 
brother and I had a smaller television set in the room we shared with our 
father, but it too was tuned into a single station most of the time, MTV, 
which had to be kept at low volume since my grandfather didn’t want to 
hear heavy metal. I didn’t care either way. I didn’t have the streets and 
I didn’t have the televisions, but I still had my libraries—at school and 
downtown, where I would catch a ride with my grandfather when he 
went to pay the water bill each month. 
 In junior high school I couldn’t get past the communal showers. I 
was a young man trying to find a footing in my sexuality, and seeing 
a bunch of other naked young men was knocking me off kilter. It 
surprised me how comfortable they were with their nudity, parading it 
around the locker room, no different, I concluded, then the drop-outs 
who took ownership of the neighborhood when the sun went down. I 
was developing unfulfilled crushes that kept me sleepless at night and 
I resorted to the privacy of erotic fantasy, weaving lengthy implausible 
narratives in which one of these young men would come around and 
discover in themselves the same passion and longing I had for them.
 I withdrew into my most comfortable haven: books, and imitated 
their dignity—silent but bubbling with journeys and ideas, ready to 
communicate with the first person to take notice. 
 I avoided the streets and stayed in my room after school, to the 
approval of my grandparents who were complaining that my brother 
was getting himself into mischief out there. At school I kept myself 
inaudible and away from the cliques. And despite the privilege of a 
free meal because of my family’s low income, I refused to eat at school 
to avoid the cafeteria. Besides, my grandfather, despite his straitlaced 
ways, was an excellent cook, so I preferred to spend my lunch hour 
in the school library, running my fingers across the spines of books, 
cocking an eye at any provocative covers, and sitting strategically 
at the best spot in the room as I took stealthy glimpses at the good-
looking boys in my grade while I pretended to read.
 I was practicing my come-hither look—a seductive pubescent 
pose I had discovered on the back jacket of Other Voices, Other Rooms, 
an old copy I stumbled upon at the Goodwill Thrift Shop ten-cent 
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bin. That funny little man, it turned out, was once a pretty little man, 
and I imagined him walking through the halls of his school like a 
peacock fanning all of his attention-seeking feathers. And even the 
masculine boys would have to soften and succumb to an unexpected 
desire. I was still not brave enough to attempt such a feat, but at least 
I had something else to aspire to, like my Holly Golightly exit from 
the housing project, from this body of a prison of mine in which a 
flaming homosexual was anxious to get out. I pictured my dramatic 
exit, like those opera singers on those elaborate stages filmed for PBS. 
Everyone watched intently as the diva made her way to the center. 
With the spotlight directed at her, she turned to face the world, her 
back and shoulders lifted so that her lungs had room to expand and 
vibrate. And then her mouth opened wide as a canyon as she took in 
the first full breath, and as she clasped her hands to keep her balance, 
she belted out the most glorious aria, flooding the theater with the 
palpable throbbing of her blood.
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Blush

It’s much better to be thirty-four than fourteen,
to speak, now, without the blood pooling in my cheeks,

the skin stained pink like fingers seeding pomegranates,
the lack of control over veins’ hot flush and flame.

Then the waiting, waiting for the blood to calm and sink
the way the parachutes we shook in gym class ballooned

before falling, gently, back to flatness.
Eventually, my face recovered its paleness,

people stopped staring or joking, and boys wouldn’t think
I liked them with a word as simple as “hello.”

Longing hasn’t stopped since then, or breathlessness, 
or the pause that comes from looking at a stranger’s lovely face.

But at least I’ve hushed my body’s murmurs. I’ve wet 
my fingers and stilled the heat of that smoking wick;

I’ve left you, my blush, my teller of truth and lies,
my unlocked diary of vessels and tissue, my burning sister.
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Notes on Camp

The boys’ cabins are named for Indian tribes, 
ours for suffragettes. On the rifle range, we lie 

in sniper position and shoot watermelons. 
Every year it’s the same. Archery, canoeing, 

model rocketry, and one Cheyenne who claims 
he’s frenched an Elizabeth Cady Stanton. 

The Homesick Girls are in their bunks 
in Susan B. Anthony, sniffling, writing pink 

letters. Please come get us. We hate it here. 
At the Camp Show I sing all the vowels 

in “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” After lights out, 
the Apaches and Alice Pauls meet on the dock 

and wait for Turtleman to walk out of the lake 
covered in algae, his ghost shoes squishing. 

In the Lucy Burns bathroom, we crowd around 
the mirror and chant Bloody Mary forty times. 

They say if you pretend to cradle her baby, 
you’ll see it dead in your arms, but the séance
 
never works. It won’t work next year either. 
That’s camp. If everything changed, I wouldn’t 
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come back. Each night the Homesick Girls shine 
flashlights under the covers and scribble 

pleas in that weird glow. But no one’s coming 
for them, not even Turtleman. No one ever does.
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Cars 

    i.

Fifteen: lying on concrete in Aidenn Lair Park 
half a mile from my parents’ house, damning 
Rick Perigrossi because he wasn’t unsnapping 
the tied-at-the-waist turquoise shirt I’d worn 
just for that purpose, even though 
we were so alone in the dark and deep-
tongue kissing, and no one had ever
been down my shirt and by god
if I was going to get experience he’d better
do it now, it had better start now, 
just touch me you idiot, it’s not that hard!
His friend parked at the entrance waiting—
Rick couldn’t get the car that night
or didn’t know how to drive. 
           But Rob 
had a blue Valiant and visited me babysitting; 
smelling of beer, he kissed me a creamy 
goodbye after chewing a chocolate-chip 
cookie, snaking his hand up my halter-top 
to brush the crumbs from my neck. A while later
he hit a deer and knocked his whole front 
bumper off. I didn’t see him after that.

    ii.

Steff was an hour late to my Sweet Sixteen; 
she was driving around the Plymouth Meeting Mall 
looking for a present. In the end, she gave me
her twenty-three-year-old cousin Rich—mortified
to be drawn to someone so young— 
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who kept coming back to my tongue 
in his ear, even after moving all the way 
to Baltimore. For warmth I’d swallow the fifth of gin
and inch downward. He’d say his Prelude’s 
cruise control made everything easier. 
              Colored white,
winter white, those days, frost on the windshield—
parked in the far lot, we’d drink the wildest 
cherry wine coolers so we could dance 
nonstop in the high school gym. Same people
every time. Those same songs I needed 
to get away from, running out on the football field 
once without a coat, near-zero wind stealing the screaming 
I couldn’t stop. And who followed? 
Come back to my car, to the dance, 
to my car, this one said…

    iii. 

            Only two rides to school 
in that custom red Camaro, and I’m run into 
on my way to History. By the drafty courtyard door, 
open only in spring, I’m told “It’s just not like it was, 
something’s different, I don’t know. Maybe 
we’ll hang out. Sorry. See ya’.” Yeah. See ya’, Ray. 
Guess I don’t have to speak in monosyllables anymore 
so you can understand me. Go-fix-your-cars. 
But what about the nights, who’s to steam the windows 
with? Homework weekends, watching the street, 
the driveway, for someone to show up 
like in the movies. Every Monday beginning
again: maybe this week. Maybe the next. Maybe 
when school’s out. 

    iv.

And then, like an answer, the summer 
of seventeen: giggling, humid dusks,
stashing kegs in the cornfield, ripe 
smell of alcohol, shampoo, swirl of new-cut 
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grass—and Ron Hunsberger, leader of the pack, 
hair sprayed to a sort of topply nest, falling 
coolly over one eye—“Can I call you 
my girlfriend?” The night, too stoned to drive,
we pulled over by the roadside: this is the first time,
I told myself, I’m not just going along
for the ride. 
         Of course we wanted to believe 
what they kept telling us: “This is the best time 
of your lives.” To store it all in memory for later
when we’d need it. The squealing tires, night air 
knifing through the Firebird’s rolled-down windows, 
that ache of something waiting 
just around the corner—
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The Silence of Girls

They are not the freshly brushed 
or first-musk-behind-ear girls,
not wrapped in the latest sashay and sequin of a shirt.
They are as invisible as the inside of a locker

in the junior high hallway,
swarm of strut-walks 
and octave-dropping voices.
This one is hunkered behind a pinched mask, 

living off the bitter sustenance 
of her defenses.
Another uses her shoulders as a cape
pulled up and over her chest

so her blade bones grow 
rounded as shell.
How the body becomes artifice, accomplice, artillery.
The one in the corner desk wraps in shirt layers, 

to hide the film of struggle 
and dirt she can’t scrub 
because the water’s shut off again.
And the patient one with the madonna eyes—

mother already to her sister—
she saves magic for her, invents it every night
in a house of ice and unfurls it in handfuls
so the little one will never be without glimmer.
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The girls carry their mothers in their bodies,
the facades and the truth of them.
They have seen the side of death that is living 
through the slow clock of misery.

Their bodies are filled with pockets, eyes raw with secrets.
They carry their mothers because their mothers are broken,
because the girls understand that they are broken
and they do this to keep them whole.
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Marti’s Prom Dress, circa 1966

The long drive to New Glarus for ice
blue Swiss Miss Fabric stretches the waiting
into more periods of waiting. Her father’s
Beetle huffs with the effort of hills.

Back home, her mother bakes because of her
nerves, the house warming with smells
of poppy seed cake and cream puffs.
Across the floor, the sun in streaks.

Of course, Marti will stick herself with a pin
picking the stitching from the bodice sleeves
her mother has sewn on in the night,
petals of blood spotting the lace of her slip.

Across the city, boys shuffle along
with their mothers. All the living room
carpets brushed down with feet. Look here,
John’s pants aren’t quite long enough.

He’s borrowed his brother’s suit and keeps
glancing toward the car, the flower a damp rag
on his chest. Marti’s hand spans the distance
and finds John’s just as the camera winks

closed its shutter, the ice cube of a flashbulb
spotting their eyes. Everything is so wonderfully
out of place, she thinks as they leave the house,
evening coming on in a dance of wind and rain.
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Menarche

It came at the harvest of lanzones,
when monsoon rains brought the fruit 
to fullness. October cooled the kitchen 
where Mother told how Father proposed 
over a basket of these tart-sweet globes, 
compact constellations tumbling into her skirt 
and across the floor. Pinching the brownish 
rind till it split, I felt the first trickle, 
sticky as sap on my fingers and chin. 

A churning in my gut like a gathering storm 
shot thin rods of pain from unknown hollows. 
Air thick with the cadence of Mother’s voice
telling the myth of this once-poisonous tree. 
A young woman—not mortal but a goddess, 
the Virgin Mary, lost in a wood, searched 
for a well to quench her baby’s thirst. 
From somewhere a branch offered its cluster
of bitter buds. Piercing the velvet hide 
with a thumbnail, she cancelled the poison,
touched the nectar to his lips. The crying stilled.

With legs swinging, lips translucent 
with sour-sweetness, my son now sits 
on Mother’s lap. I hear her tell again
the legend of lanzones. A plump orb slips 
from the boy’s hands; she peels it for him. 
Dividing the flesh like a flower, five crescents 
eclipsing the ghosts of pips, she points to 
Mary’s imprint on each segment, faint as a line 
on her open palm. I choose from the basket
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this one, perfect, round, topped with 
a small dark star, aureole of a nursing breast. 

I press out the sap, take it with my tongue. 
What comes back is not the strawberry stain 
that bloomed like a rose on my cotton skirt, 
not the words Mother spoke in the dim 
of her room, but how I winced when I bit 
into seed, acid infusing smoke-sweet pulp. 
In the pit of my stomach, how hunger awoke,
simple as a girl in summer, not quite a woman,
leaning into a basket of dusky fruit.
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Eyelash Curler, circa 1970

It looks like a miniature guillotine
or a medieval instrument of torture, 
this faux gold, Revlon “limited edition” 
eyelash curler I find at the back of the drawer 
beside the “Bread Not Bombs” button 
I wore the days I skipped school and took 
a train to New York City to march against the War.
The gizmo’s two “long-lasting curl pads” 
are practically mummified, brittle and stiff 
as the mascara-caked lashes they clamped 
as I stared into the mirror, aiming 
for a certain stormy look—
Janis Joplin, Grace Slick, Laura Nyro—
I thought might make boys love me.

Walter Cronkite’s nightly tally of the dead 
in Southeast Asia echoed through the house
as I pinched my lashes in this strange device,
its custom-contoured pads designed to “fit
close to the lash line for maximum curl.”
Sometimes it bit or the hot pink “comfort handles” 
jammed and pulled out a few lashes. And I was always 
better at doing my left eye than my right, 
the lashes on that side crimped 
at an acute angle more fake than the false 
ones I disdained as “unnatural.”

But sometimes it came out just right 
and I swept the wand of Maybelline Long and Lush
through lashes thick and spiky as Slick’s,
stupid dances at the Teen Canteen 
or the Peach Lake Pavilion 
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something to hold onto in a world 
where American bombs fell endlessly on forested 
landscapes, Vietnamese villagers pled, a napalmed 
girl my sister’s age ran naked down a street,
and boys from our high school came home in black bags.

My lashes were always straight again by the end 
of the evening, a smudge of black shadowed 
beneath each eye as if I’d wept. I’d stop 
curling them in college and give up on mascara, 
except for special events. The War would end,
followed by others, my “Bread Not Bombs” button
as relevant now as then. But I can’t quite 
throw this thing away, turning it in my hand
like an artifact of desire, visible proof 
of the days of my youth—of that lost girl 
who’d do almost anything to be beautiful, 
never once glimpsing that she already was.
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Erie, PA, 1975

You learn Steelers players’ names
whether or not you want to—
Mean Joe Green, Rocky Bleier,
even Frenchy Fuqua—
read Burroughs (Edgar Rice), 
write research papers about apes. 
Say “the SLA” instead of “God”
during the Pledge of Allegiance, 
which makes Mike laugh 
even though he doesn’t know 
who they are. One day
you tell him it’s not funny
anymore and from now on
it’s “Patty Hearst” instead—
finally just calling out
“One nation under Tania” 
rising to salute and pledge 
before morning announcements.
You go back one weekend 
ten years later and burn
the mayor’s campaign signs,
your former high-school principal,
flames cracking foam-core
the way William Burroughs’s 
plankboard voice ate Tangier alive, 
saying he’d suck the American flag
if it were soaked in heroin.
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My Marvel Universe

Two weeks after his Bar Mitzvah my best friend Howard Sneider 
decided to dye his hair green. Not forest green, but bright green, as if 
mimicking the Incredible Hulk. When I asked him why he chose the 
particular shade, he said, “It’s the hair color of the Joker.” This made perfect 
sense considering Howard’s comic book collection was twice the size of 
mine, or any other kid’s for that matter. “I like the villains,” he said. 
 I had no say in the matter, and I didn’t care, but I wasn’t about to miss 
the spectacle. I watched him ooze the green chemicals out of the tube and 
into his lengthy russet hair, letting the dye soak in underneath the shower 
cap, his neck stained with a slug trail of green goo. 
 An hour later, after his hair was washed and blown dry, we went to 
the comic book and card shop on the city’s north side. We flew open the 
door with a flourish, and when the metal bell chimed above the door, no 
one inside looked up. There were no stares or murmurs behind our backs. 
We fit right in, Howard and I, he with his Joker hair, and I with money to 
splurge. Naturally, the nerd behind the counter was reading a comic, eyes 
goggling the booklet as if it were the smuttiest type of porn: Star Trek: 
The Next Generation, an older one, I could tell by its rounded corners and 
pages bruised brown with age, matching his rotten teeth. 
 Howard’s comic collection was well-organized. Each issue was in 
numerical order. When it came to his favorite characters he rarely missed 
a monthly issue. The Infinity Gauntlet, Deathlok, Ghost Rider, and of 
course, the Joker, featuring his arch nemesis, Batman. My collection 
contained several gaps, just like the inside of my thirteen-year-old 
mouth. At times, jealousy would pound inside my head, especially when 
he bragged about the value of certain comics he owned—but I learned 
to brush it off—mostly, because I was a card collector. My collection of 
baseball cards was superior. Howard’s was pathetic. 
 Howard and I strolled through the store with our hands in our 
pockets and looked over the vast selection of collectibles while my mother 
sat in the car outside, waiting. I usually looked to purchase rookie cards, 
but at the time I was going through a different stage. I wanted the classics. 
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The vintage. Old timers. Al Kaline, Johnny Bench, Tom Seaver, players that 
I could afford. It had been my next-door neighbor, Adam Himmelsbach, 
who had influenced my new fascination. He had a 1966 Willie Mays card 
worth three hundred dollars. But Adam was rich. 
 We made our way to the rear of the store without harassment from 
the two employees, passing by cards locked in glass cages and comics filled 
with superheroes and women with fake breasts, ambled past bookshelf 
after bookshelf until it felt like we weren’t moving at all. So, when a 
worker called out the two words that would attract any adolescent male, 
we were startled, like a call from the heavens. “Grab bags!” We hustled 
to the back counter to find a network of white plastic bags stuffed in a 
giant box, each stamped Twilight Book & Fame. Each bag contained four 
comic books—some desirable, others as valuable as fly swatters. Without 
thought, we forked out the cash and went searching for prized comics. 
 “I’m going to dig through the back,” Howard said in his thin, grainy 
voice. 
 All I could do was copy his plan. I didn’t want him to find the good bags 
without me, and it made sense that the crappy comics would be placed up 
front. Howard stared at the bags as if he could see right through them. 
 I chose first. Nothing. The bag contained four worthless books, three 
of which had characters only a five-year-old would enjoy. 
 “That sucks,” was all I heard, uncertain if it came from Howard or the 
man behind the counter. 
 While I was pondering my next move, Howard walked to the rear 
left corner and selected the very last bag. He pulled out four comics 
similar to mine: insignificant rubbish. But his bag contained a foreign 
object—a long, comic-sized piece of cardboard with a message printed 
in black marker. He read the print out loud.
 “1954 Topps Ted Williams,” he said. 
 Howard handed the white cardboard to the man behind the counter 
and asked him what it meant. The man answered without speech, and 
instead reached into the glass display case and pulled out the prize—a 1954 
Ted Williams baseball card in near mint condition. And for a ten-second 
flash, the relative amount of time it takes a sprinter to dash 100 meters, I 
hated my best friend. I hated his ridiculous hair and everything that came 
with it. The shamrock green, the Irish luck, the pot of gold molded into the 
face of Theodore Samuel Williams, the Splendid Splinter, Teddy Ballgame, 
the Thumper. The man whose baseball career was interrupted by two stints 
in the military, the last man to bat over .400 in a single season, the man 
who hit a home run in his final at-bat, receiving a mixed reaction from the 
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erratic Boston fans, who knew he was one of the greatest hitters of all time. 
As the steam filled inside my head, and my envious eyes watched Howard 
grip the incased card, I nearly blew my lid, after Howard released the three 
words that I would never forget. 
 “Who’s Ted Williams?” 
 I almost laughed, but it wasn’t funny. A man standing to the owner’s 
side cracked his checkbook and offered Howard five hundred dollars for 
the card, right on the spot. He looked at Howard: “How ’bout it kid?” There 
was a moment of silence, which ended when Howard said to me with arch 
severity, “Your mom is waiting for us.” Howard didn’t look at the man or 
answer as he left the shop and skipped into the minivan. 

The Sneiders lived across the road, three houses down. Howard 
and I would spend most of our time at the creek that split the woods of his 
backyard, leaping from one bank to the next with invisible capes strapped 
to our backs. We’d skip paper-thin stones for hours and listen to birds 
advertise for mates. We’d build bridges out of fallen trees and tight-rope 
across the creek. It was our inexhaustible energy that stood out. 
 At the creek we never discussed comic books or baseball cards, 
but as Howard karate-kicked a defenseless branch, exerting his force of 
happiness, I’m sure he had the Ted Williams card on his mind. It was 
unfair that a kid as stiff and brick-handed as the Thing, and with the 
athleticism of a software engineer could own such a cherished piece of 
sports memorabilia. 
 “So how good was Ted Williams?” Howard asked.
 “I don’t know. Why are you asking me?” I answered without conviction. 
Then I heaved a rock like a discus. 
 “I just thought out of anyone, you would know.”
 “I wasn’t born in 1940. Why don’t you ask your father?” I said. Then I 
punted a crab apple. 
 I’m sure Dr. Sneider knew who Ted Williams was but he wouldn’t 
be able to answer his son’s question, at least not with the wisdom of 
a baseball aficionado. For the moment, I had the upper hand. I had 
something Howard wanted. 
 We hiked back to the house in spongy sneakers, squirting muddy 
water with our tired steps. His parents weren’t home; there was only Mitzi, 
a mutt the color of petrified wood. Mitzi followed us into the basement, our 
most popular hangout. It was freshly remodeled with an open den and a 
bedroom attached. There was also a section for tools, a workbench, a holey 
cardboard wall with hooks and nails to hold hammers and wrenches. Next 
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to the vise was a sink. That’s where the hair-coloring spectacle had taken 
place. 
 I forgot that Howard had never cleaned up the mess he made earlier 
that morning. Used plastic gloves and the concaved tube lay in the sink, 
releasing leftover chemicals that assaulted my nostrils. The smell was 
barely tolerable. Mitzi must have felt the same way—her uncanny sense of 
smell forced her to retreat back upstairs. 
 But the dog returned within seconds, wagging her tail even though 
she was obviously bothered by the repugnant stench. Dr. Sneider wasn’t far 
behind, with his unbuttoned collar and loosened necktie dangling from 
his neck. 
 “Hey, John, how are ya?” Dr. Sneider said.
 “Fine,” I replied.
 “What’s that smell?’ he asked casually. 
 Howard stepped around the corner excited to see his father, excited to 
reveal his good fortune from earlier that morning, and maybe, anxious to 
ask him about Ted Williams and his natural-born gift to hit a baseball. 
 But before that could happen, Dr. Sneider yelled, “What the hell did 
you do to your hair?” 
 “My hair?” Howard said, distracted by his father’s tone, “Oh, I just 
decided to dye it, but you’ll never guess what happened today.” 
 “You just decided to dye it! What the hell is wrong with you?” Dr. 
Sneider couldn’t loosen his tie anymore; the knot was practically at his 
waist. 
 “But dad—”
 “Go upstairs! I want to talk to you! Now!” Dr. Sneider pointed toward 
the staircase. 
 I listened to their muffled voices through a vent near the television 
stand. I couldn’t make out their words, but the tone of the conversation 
was loud and clear. I felt guilty, as if I were invading their privacy, spying 
on them in some sort of perverted manner.
 It wasn’t until then that I had thought about why Howard had dyed 
his hair green. He looked ridiculous. If I were his father I would have 
yelled at him, too. It was the first time I thought about Howard himself, 
his physical appearance. The light contours of his face were rough, 
moon-like, speckled with moles and bumps, the moles like dirty rain 
drops. His nose could fit two faces, and could rocket snot nearly six feet. 
We had measured. 
 I realized how much Howard resembled his father, but as similar 
as they were physically, mentally, the two rarely agreed. I imagined Dr. 
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Sneider had a life plan for Howard, a chart per se, which he penciled in 
and controlled, as if an allowance or trust fund; so when Howard began 
painting landscapes, scanning the classifieds for a used drum set, and 
sculpting cement, I could picture Dr. Sneider scribbling on his son’s chart: 
Age 13: a typical stage of career confusion. 
 I got to my feet and paced the room. I needed to find a way to slip 
upstairs and out the back door without being noticed. I headed to the 
sink with my T-shirt over my nose. I gathered the empty box and tube 
and gloves and shower cap into a small paper bag then rolled the top like 
I would a burrito, confining the hair dye fumes. I noticed a dry green spot 
on the concrete floor so I reached for a wet rag and began to scrub. 
 I heard someone walking down the stairs. I rose from my knees and 
tossed the rag into the sink. It was Dr. Sneider. His face wasn’t red. His 
brow wasn’t furrowed. 
 “Hey, John, I think it’s probably best if you went home. Howard’s going 
to be grounded for a while.” He then led me upstairs, through the kitchen, 
out the back door, and waved as I stepped outside in my soaked sneakers. 

During the day I would hear skateboarding wheels chew up the 
pavement with a steady rumbling sound. Howard would skate up the road 
and down my driveway to take his daily drubbing at basketball. Sometimes 
I gave him a quick grimace, then a forgiving smile, gracious in the way of a 
professional playing with amateurs.
 When I saw Howard a couple days later, his hair was back to normal. 
It wasn’t his natural hair color—it was darker and gave him a dorky 
look, unconfident as he wobbled around in fashions from skateboarding 
magazines. His Joker grin from the other day was also gone. No more 
superpowers, or super luck I presumed, just plain Howard sitting on my 
doorstep, spinning the wheels on his skateboard to test their RPM. 
 That afternoon, when Howard invited me to dinner for the sixth 
and final night of Passover, I severely misinterpreted the holiday’s 
purpose. It was the title that threw me for a loop. I figured dinner would 
“pass” quickly and be “over” before Howard and I could decide on our 
late-night video game of choice and what midnight snack we wanted 
to make. It wasn’t until Dr. Sneider completed his lengthy prayer in a 
rhythmic Hebrew, and after his brown caterpillars for eyebrows shifted 
and his impressive parrot snout took one final breath that I realized my 
idea of a brief sit-down dinner was out of the question. 
 That night even Howard’s older brother, Elliot, was debearded and 
scrubbed—I couldn’t believe it!—and with flat matzo bread for table scraps, 
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Mitzi was nowhere to be found. The dinner got really confusing when Dr. 
Sneider pulled out a book and handed it to Howard. It was the same book 
Howard had used during his Bar Mitzvah ceremony at Beth Sholom. 
 The Sneiders bowed their heads and I followed along, but I wouldn’t 
close my eyes, which was something I never did, not even during my father’s 
prayer before Thanksgiving dinner. One time I asked my mom if Jewish 
people celebrated Thanksgiving. She laughed, so I assumed that meant 
yes. Howard studied the book before dropping his eyelids then began to 
shout, delivering a few verses from the book that read like hieroglyphics. 
“It’s called a Torah,” Howard reminded me.
 “That sounded awful. Try it again.” Dr. Sneider broke the bow and 
scolded his son. 
 I couldn’t tell the difference. So Howard started over and rapped once 
more, and apparently the more slurring and spitting the better; afterwards 
Howard’s plate was drenched. 
 According to Jewish tradition, at thirteen, Howard was now a man, 
and with this newfound adulthood came responsibilities, making his 
own decisions and caretaking his own possessions—a valuable baseball 
card, for instance. But I never understood what this tradition meant, to 
me his Bar Mitzvah was just a huge celebration with canopies and catered 
food, dancing and clapping while children ran around in adorable suits 
with clip-on ties. With the amount of cash he received from his guests, 
Howard bought a mountain bike and a computer. His dad made him 
invest some of the money as well. The same person who wore Skid pants 
and a chain linked to his wallet and had never played a sport in his life 
and finds the need to dye his hair green! A thirteen-year-old man-child 
who owns stocks! 
 And now he had the card. Even more salt to my childish wounds. As 
all this swam through my head, the party Howard received, why people 
actually enjoyed matzo bread, stupid grab bags, the Torah, Ted Williams, 
Apple Computers, my thoughts were interrupted by Dr. Sneider’s calm but 
serious voice. “Okay John, now it’s your turn.”
 “It’s my turn for what?” 
 “To say something, anything you want, whatever’s on your mind.” Dr. 
Sneider grinned. 
 I studied Dr. Sneider’s face. He was somewhat of a comic book 
character himself. He reminded me of Magneto, the most powerful 
mutant in the Marvel Universe, who appeared in the comic book 
X-Men. The interesting thing about Magneto was his moral complexity. 
As a survivor of the Holocaust, his actions were driven by the purpose 
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of protecting the mutant race from suffering the same fate. He was also 
deemed a bad guy who clashed with the likes of Wolverine and Storm. 
Like the powerful mutant, Dr. Sneider’s character varied, from super 
villain to anti-hero to hero. Not in any particular order.
 I could have asked about the Jewish tradition and why the dinner was 
not passing over quickly enough, but that didn’t seem right, so I blurted out 
the first fresh thought to enter my head. 
 “Why do we all have a wine glass?”
 The Sneiders could tell that this thought pleased me, that I was 
indicating they were an irresponsible family by letting children drink 
wine, and red wine for that matter, the more dignified of the two colors. 
Maybe they wanted to make me loopy, to flood my mind with alcohol in 
order to filter out my dissatisfaction for Passover. 
 And as I woke up the next morning sprawled out on the basement 
floor, the Sega still on and the TV still lit, with an empty bag of Tostitos 
by my side, I finally realized the meaning of that night, the sixth and final 
night of the Jewish holiday. The Ted Williams card flew by me and into 
Howard’s palms. I was not Jewish, and was passed over.
 That morning I reached a new low. After being liquored up the night 
before, Howard and I cleared the breakfast table when he said, “I feel dirty. 
I’m going to a take shower.”
 When I answered, “Okay, I’ll just wait downstairs,” I must have felt 
dirty as well, because by wait downstairs I meant search upstairs—for 
what truly belonged to me—the 1954 Topps Ted Williams card. 
 I tore through his room like a homicide detective. I flung dirty socks 
over my shoulder and ransacked his rat-colored sheets, lifting the mattress 
above my head. That’s where I would have kept the card—underneath my 
dreaming body. I ransacked his closet, fighting my way through shirts on 
hangers and dress pants cluttering the floor. There I found his box of comic 
books—a box the size of a filing cabinet. I pried it open, cautiously, afraid 
of a booby-trap that might have been waiting inside. 
 There was no trap, no alarm system, and most importantly, no card. 
Where could it be? Could Howard have lost it already? Of course he did. 
Only an irresponsible non-athlete who couldn’t tell Ted Williams from 
Ted Turner, or who had trouble hitting a baseball off a tee would do such a 
thing. And to think, Dr. Sneider called him a thirteen-year-old man. 
 Howard was notorious for taking long showers, and who knows, 
maybe he was in the bathroom dying his hair orange. But still, I had no 
time to waste. I walked by Elliot’s room and glanced inside but I figured 
if he caught me snooping around I would receive a beating. I made 
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my way to Howard’s parents’ bedroom. It was clutter-free and had the 
acoustics of a cinema. The closets were color-coded and easy to search. 
But the card was nowhere to be found. 
 The sunlight came to my rescue. It’s reflection beamed from the 
next room, Dr. Sneider’s office. The light bounced off a rectangle-shaped 
piece of plastic and directly into my widened eyes. I did it. I found him. 
Teddy Ballgame was staring me down—his sly smile and famous good 
looks with a navy blue Boston cap donning his head. He wanted me 
to lift him from the wooden desktop and clutch him in my hands. “I 
should be with you,” he would say, “a true baseball fan.” 
 And he was right. I wanted to satisfy his request and slip him into my 
pocket, cool and collected, as if enveloping a birthday card. Justice would 
be done. 
 “Hey, what are you doing in here?” 
 The sound startled me, but I knew the voice by heart. It was the lucky 
winner of the card, standing behind me with a damp towel in hand, his 
hair dripping wet. 
 “Where’d you find that?” Howard asked, scrubbing his hair with the 
towel. 
 “What?” I wondered if he saw me reaching for my pocket, “Oh, it was 
on the desk.”
 “What’s it doing in here?” Howard was now curious.
 Mitzi entered the room, her butt out of control, flinging from side-
to-side, her tail with no choice but to follow along. Seconds behind 
her was Dr. Sneider, his curly hair sprung in all directions, his knotty 
abdomen bulging through a V-neck tee. Fake, tiny, worn, that’s how I 
felt now, the truth streamed through my veins like sickness—I’d been a 
fool to think I had any kind of chance. I squeezed my dream in my hand 
and handed it to the rightful owner.
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The Year of the Knee Sock

It was 1967, the Year of the Knee Sock, according to the 
notebook I kept in the class I was taking at Neiman-Marcus. I was 
eleven years old and serious. I dutifully recorded the information 
that leather was the Fabric of the Year, as well as this straight-faced 
prediction: Purses are getting bigger. There is no trace of irony in those 
pages. When I look back, I’m disappointed that I didn’t draw pictures 
of purses growing larger and larger with menacing scowls. There are 
no side comments to my friends Barbara and Kathy, who took the 
Beechnut 88 bus downtown with me every Saturday after services at 
Beth Yeshurun. In that notebook, in that time of my life, there was 
room only for the facts of fashion—no commentary.
 I had great hopes for this class. I expected to obtain secret knowledge. 
I believed that if I learned my lessons well, I would succeed—with boys. 
I would be popular. I would be pretty. I would know what to do. And 
even though I was dreadfully tall, had been taller than everyone else 
since I started pre-nursery school, and now was taller than the boys—I 
would be so confident, I wouldn’t care. I might even shrink.

We were in sixth grade in a Jewish neighborhood—the only 
Jewish neighborhood in Houston, Texas, where I grew up. My Bat 
Mitzvah was the next year, but I don’t remember preparing for it in 
1967, beyond my attempt to develop a fashion sense. Lately what I’ve 
been remembering is an incident with a boy named Peter. He was 
unremarkable, fattish, with a white crew cut and a thick rectangular 
face, a boy describable by words with Ss and Ts: stocky, stolid, squat. No 
one you would care about talking to. I have no idea what his last name 
was. Or even if his first name was really Peter. He didn’t have a history. 
He didn’t have brothers or sisters that I knew, that my older sister knew. 
He might have been as tall as I was—or not. I don’t remember. I was 
almost 5 feet, but proud that I wasn’t the tallest in the class. An ostrichy 
girl named Christie was taller. She had a dumb laugh and glasses and 
was at least 5 feet 1. Her height was something terrible, her own fault. 
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Barbara was the perfect height, 4 feet 6, as short as all the boys, and 
Kathy wasn’t much taller. Kathy had a laugh that sounded like she was 
pretending to be incredulous—because life was a more amusing thing 
to go through if you laughed. 
 Twice a week the Spanish teacher came to our classroom. (Her I 
remember: Señora Vela was her name. Once, out of our sight, in the 
office, she chopped off a finger with the paper cutter.) Another two 
days a week, the music teacher appeared. One day, any day, a Thursday, 
maybe, it was my turn to return the music instruments to the music 
closet in the hallway. Peter walked in and closed the door behind him.

 The feeling is like being in a bank vault. The walls are 
opaque pale green, like every other painted surface of the school, 
but they have a metallic cast because the shelves are metal. A 
starkness. The walls are concrete block. I crouch down to put 
the xylophone where it belongs, and wonder where I should set 
down the rubber-tipped mallets. How did the music teacher 
expect me to know where she keeps these things? And the boy 
Peter walks in and my first notion is surprise. Why would he 
walk in? Is there a message for me that came to class during 
my three-minute absence, a message from the President, for 
instance, that the man in the army that Barbara and I baked 
cookies for has died in Vietnam? Peter will hand me a telegram, 
or maybe this Peter has brought instructions, a diagram, on 
how to place the music instruments in their proper places, a 
map you wouldn’t expect to exist, like the one that comes inside 
boxes of chocolate candy. 
 Peter closes the door, hands empty, and turns off the light 
(I stand up, xylophone mallets still in my hands, xylophone 
still in my arms). He kisses me before my eyes can adjust to the 
dark. I say, without thinking, “Turn on the light.” And he turns 
on the light and leaves.

 I am almost twelve years old. I am 4 feet 10 at least, probably 4 
feet 11, though I don’t admit it. Most of the boys are 4 feet 6. I have 
never had a boyfriend, I have never gone steady, have never had a boy’s 
ID bracelet confiscated from my desk by Mrs. Kestenberg. The only 
boy to ask me to go steady is a tall man-boy named Matt, who has 
a deep voice and recently joined our class from the outer reaches of 
Special Ed. On the way from the lunchroom one day, he offered me the 
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ring from a flip-top can to wear on my finger. I think he was asking 
me to go steady. I refused. Matt is almost as bad as the boy Harold 
who stands over his desk and rocks back and forth during class. Both 
of them are worse, much worse, than this Peter, this stranger, who is 
normal but not desirable, nothing to say, an empty mind, an empty 
face, sweaty palms whenever he’s my partner at square dancing on 
Friday afternoons. Square dancing is required, part of our physical 
education, one aspect of what’s called Rhythms. 

 “Turn the light on!” I said to him in the closet without 
thinking, and I didn’t say much without thinking in those days. 
 Or now.
 I’m shaking. I said, “Turn the lights on,” and he did and left. 
I’m sweating. I put away the xylophone. I have put Peter away. 
He is outside. I am in the pale green bank vault. Alone. The door 
locked behind me. The hall is empty. I go back to class. I listen to 
words. 

Walking home from school the next day with Barbara and 
Kathy, I tell them that Peter followed me into the music closet and 
that he kissed me and I tell them what I said. They don’t say anything. 
And from their silence I know that I was wrong. My indignation was 
wrong, and I don’t understand boys and am afraid of them, as my older 
sister says she is, and what is wrong with me has to do with telling him 
to turn on the light. I am not natural, I am missing a vital ingredient. 
Barbara and Kathy are not outraged. We have identical notebooks from 
Neiman’s, we have all three documented the elements of our wardrobes 
on the blank pages in the back, a few pages after the Polaroid silhouettes 
of ourselves, in shorts, so you can see our lousy postures. On the 
Beechnut 88 bus, people often ask if we’re sisters or cousins, because we 
three have dark hair and olive skin and there’s a two-inch difference in 
our heights. Standing side by side, we make a logical alignment, but we 
are not aligned in this. They don’t say a thing when I tell them about 
Peter. Maybe they exchange glances, roll their eyes. 
 I am a brain. Barbara is a brain, and we are both embarrassed 
about our special relationship with Mrs. Kestenberg, who taught us the 
summer before in a non-credit class for the Academically Able, which 
nowadays I suppose would be called gifted. Mrs. Kestenberg dotes. 
It’s as if our grandmother is teaching the sixth grade. I deserve the As 
and Es (for Excellent conduct) on my report card. Barbara deliberately, 
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calculatingly, chews gum every day so that she will be caught breaking 
a rule and will get her grade lowered from E to G, Good. She is better 
equipped than I to pass for what everyone knows is the ideal for a girl: 
cute, short, dumb and chatty. She is cute, short, smart and quiet. If she 
can’t BE chatty in class, she can at least bear the mark of lower conduct 
on her report card, the grade that the talkative girls get, effortlessly, 
shrugging at the warnings to hush. Kathy is a chatty girl, an average 
student. She is short, cute, spirited—nearly perfect.
 Señora Vela, good-natured Señora Vela, wore a large bandage on 
her finger for weeks or months, and then it healed. For years, I was 
afraid of paper cutters and told people how my Spanish teacher’s finger 
had jumped into the trash can and she’d had to retrieve it. That’s where 
danger lies: that long razor-edged arm.

I haven’t seen Kathy since high school. I see Barbara every 
few years. One time, I visited her at her work, where she was engaged 
in something financial and important for a big land developer. I don’t 
remember what she was wearing but I assume it was what women 
wear when they’re in business and have two secretaries and a corner 
office: suit, hose, high heels. We were in a high-rise and she pointed 
out the old neighborhood somewhere in the distance, around some 
tiny trees. It didn’t occur to me to ask if she remembered me telling 
her about Peter. 
 I live in Chicago, where I write at home and teach in universities, 
where I dress pretty much like my students, only less fashionably. I still 
have bad posture and I do my clothes shopping in secondhand stores 
and neighborhood shops with odd, forgettable names. I don’t keep 
track of fashion totems of the year. For all I know, this year could be 
the Year of the Knee Sock again, but I doubt it. The last time I shopped 
at Neiman-Marcus was at least fifteen years ago, when I went to its 
Epicure section in the Michigan Avenue store to buy Texas-shaped 
tortilla chips for a party. 
 As for Peter, I lost track of him by junior high. He must be in 
his very early fifties. He must have children. Perhaps he jokes with 
them: “I was so inept. I was awkward and shy around girls. I was thick 
and slow. I didn’t have a girl I could ask to go steady, not until eighth 
grade, at least.” The wife will smile. Peter will repeat the word “inept” 
to himself. He will say, “There is no such word as ‘ept.’”
 No. He is not the type to play with words. He was not a quiet, 
smart boy. He was a quiet, ordinary boy, shy around girls, an indifferent 
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student. Not in Academically Able, not in Special Ed, either. He wasn’t 
noticeably dim in class, but his mind wasn’t remarkably nimble or 
delicate. His mouth wasn’t clever. I imagine him with a beer, watching 
a ball game. Relegate him to stereotype. Not one of us. He will say to 
his family, “I had a hard time with girls. I didn’t know what to do. It 
took me a long time to learn.” His wife will smile.

A while back I took self-defense. In class the instructor 
directed us in role play. We yelled at one another the way men yell at 
women on the street, and we practiced shouting back: “Stop! Go away! 
Hold it there. Leave me alone. Move.” I told the class about Peter. He 
turned into a story. I told them how I said, “Turn on the light.” Angrily, 
evenly. Without thinking. Another student said, “I wish I’d been the 
kind of kid who’d say that.” I answered, “I was that kind and I knew 
from the way my friends reacted that I was wrong.” I don’t remember 
much from the weeks of Neiman’s charm school, but I remember my 
friends’ silence.
 The kung fu teacher told the class, “Listen to your gut. Pay attention 
to your body.” In sixth grade I didn’t know my body could speak. I was 
a mind, a very tall mind, a tall skinny mind, and when I wasn’t paying 
attention my body broke through, and my mouth said, like an angry 
schoolmarm, “Turn on the light.” And the boy Peter left. And I shook 
inside and I returned the xylophone to the lower shelf and I returned to 
class and no one told me I was entitled to feel triumphant.
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Strike Memory
 for Jessica

She’d been considering roads and her father’s body
pinched to a snowbank where he overdosed
before she was born, and he clung to her face

when she thought father or snow or road. At twelve,
she was too old not to have run somewhere remote
from a northern industrial town, somewhere like Florida

where a girl could forget, watch her tracks wash away.
She wanted to wind out of her childhood the way a vine
climbs and twists out of sight to flower, hovering,

seemingly, beyond its low origin, its roots, when her mother
drove up demanding, “What are you doing in the road?”
Even then, she wanted to expand like blown glass,

wanted to transform the body that could take her
from the apartment and her mother’s boyfriend
caught dealing cocaine, bus-ted—

slang broken at the word’s spine. One afternoon,
grounded and ordered to think, she snuck out, she said,
and crouched beside the stone wall behind the house.

Hurling acorns at the trees, she heard screaming
so followed its voice until she saw the boys who lived
near the woods. They were naked,

the belt whipping the air until it landed
and spiked their bodies, tore sound from them
like nails pulled from wood. Their stepfather leaned



238  u  Crab Orchard Review

Susan Varnot

into the arc. The boys circled the yard
as if leashed to the belt’s long arc and they could only
pretend, like chained dogs, to run. She knew that shame,

she said, and wanted to slink away but latched on
like lichen to stone and watched, hushed,
because, at last, the pain was new and not her own.
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On the Death of Sheridan Lindquist

It had worked well before, the silly prank
where his three housemates shoved under the door
to Danny’s room a bundle-pleated shank
of just-lit Roman candles. Twice before,
he’d sputtered up from a deep sea of sleep
and clattered to the hallway where he cursed
his friends and laughed, just teenagers with cheap
pursuits and few amusements. On the third
night, Danny was prepared: old bath towels tucked
against his door in tightly-rolled batons.
This time, the tinder kindled quickly, sucked
each muffled pop, each cheerful spark—white, bronze,
red, royal blue—into the cloth. The room
complied. It bloomed into a bright parade
of sudden flames, of garish flash and fume.
This time, Danny did not wake up. Afraid
of missing finals the next day, he’d willed
himself to sleep through any noise or joke—
and sleep he did, in boxer shorts, with quilt
pulled tight, as his small room filled up with smoke.
If he sensed any peril, he ignored
it, finally used to the routine: a ripped-
off fuse, the festive smell of fresh sulfur, 
the bright and acrid crackle of friendship.
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Young John Clare
 Helpston, Northamptonshire, 1806

Not often do I find a nest fallen
Among seedpods in autumn, three blue-white
Eggs broken, rags of rucked and yellow flesh
And hinge of beak still beckoning ants, but 
One egg sealed, the fluids of birdmaking
A milky galaxy bundled inside—
So smooth and dry I want to swivel it
Wholly into my mouth despite dirt-flecks,
Lave the vowel-sheen off the oval shell,
Tumble that globule of starling within 
Until its unspooled trill begins to boil,
Slips its bony case and kindles my voice.
O then would I sing! I would have no choice.
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Gregory Fitz Gerald
 1923–2005

Like the beret, shillelagh, and goatee,
Even the leg shorter than its brother
Seemed another affectation. Beatnik
Splendor festooned a patchwork persona.
I was your student, one more Young Werther
Impressed by your lack of academic 
Demeanor, sci-fi tales in mimeo’d
Ephemerals, the lithe flirtatious wife.
Seventeen, I envied your life, hoping
To sway some hippie waif with heroic
Verses that revealed a Byronic soul.
Now that you’ve lodged a bullet in your brain, 
Richard Cory-like (though cast off by all),
I recall the Gauloises, paisley ascot, 
Fino sherry, but not a single phrase.
Bon vivant who claimed affairs with famous
Balanchine dancers, you were unable
To channel the discipline you advised.
First teacher, rage-in-a-bottle, poseur—
You triggered the art of self-denial.
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13th Floor Elevators

In the seething center of a room where red 
veins sputtered on black walls, one bloodshot, 
Volkswagen-sized eye glowered and glared. 
God of this club, “The Living Eye,” it watched us—

wearing granny glasses, beads, fringed leather, 
paisley prints—pay our cover charge 
and, changed to shadows, slip inside. We 
were the richest kids the world had ever seen. 

Our dads had won the greatest war. Sniped, 
gassed, burned, machinegunned, blown 
to smithereens, they’d fought back in atomic spades 
so that no pain would seep into our lives. 
 
No frustrations. No impossibilities. 
Still, they’d let us down with their Buicks 
and ranch-style homes. Our moms 
had let us down with their pot roast and sparkling tile. 
 
Even Betsy Wetsie, Superman, George 
Washington, and Jesus—even cowboys 
and the Cleveland Indians had let us down. 
No wonder we got high on weed, ’shrooms, acid, 

high on Tommy—hunched gnome gibbering 
into a brown jug, tooka-tooka-tooka took; 
Dan—denim spider crouched behind a wall 
of drums, all eight legs flailing; Jim—black veil 
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of hair, bass line stalking through our guts, 
dragging its ponderous tail as Stacy, 
corpse-stiff but for one black cowboy boot 
stomping the stage, wrung from his guitar 

distorted ragas and blue notes like moaning 
bells, and Roky ham-handed his sunburst 
Stratocaster, copper snake-hair writhing 
as his shrieks and schizophrenic wails 

blow-torched our brains. We twitched like toads, 
electrified. We jumped and staggered, 
spun and glided, fell and leapt back up, 
raised to a higher power by the sounds 

we slurped with wine from bota bags, fists-full 
of orange sunshine, peyote, Kona gold. 
Come on, shrilled Roky. Let it happen to you. 
The Elevators were gods, and we were too,

bodies intertwining as the world unfolded 
like a flaming rose. We knew we’d never lose 
this heat, never fall into the mouths of mortgages 
and caring what the neighbors think. Heads, 

hippies, freaks, we believed a necktie 
was a noose, and drugs could set us free. 
We believed that we evolved more every day. 
Already our parents looked like chimpanzees. 

We believed we could crush war like a stinkbug, 
and halt old age with our disdain. 
Come on, we screamed. Let it happen to you. 
No irony betrayed us at sixteen.
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Rite of Passage

My mother found my sister with a straight 
blade, caught her slashing her own flesh. 
Frightened by the ragged red lines 
swimming the fresh skin on sister’s face 
and arms, her voice ran high, sounded against 
the tears. “What should I do?” she asked, 
with the same despair she once carried through 
grocery store aisles in search of her lost son.

I looked down, examined my own forearms
as I listened to her repeat with the rage of Hera:
“It had to be because of a boy, it had to be 
the boy who drove the mud-caked truck.”
Her voice faded as I let my thoughts fall
into the pale scars that crossed my own arms—
diverging lines like scattered pine needles, 
cuts replacing the loss of my boyfriend 
and the smirk of his hands on my breasts
with something self-descriptive, the color of candy.

I took a long, deep breath, a breath to draw 
in the pain of my mother, my sister, our unborn 
daughters. Being older now, able to suck 
in the gust of torment and loss—stronger than Aeolus,
I blew it out, far from us, then began: 
“Mom, she’ll be fine. She’ll grow, mature, and stop.”
I told her the truth about my teenage years, 
the locked bedroom door, the blade’s honey 
sting, the way it could cut through misery. 

My voice traveled the wire, made point 
of my own small victory, how I beat my enemy, 
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myself, and said again my sister would be fine.
There was long silence before I heard
a sound on the other end, before I heard 
her quietly say, “I know. I know she will.” 
And I pictured my mother’s green-gray eyes 
sweeping over the scars on her own thin arms.
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In Ward D
for Dwight

His uninhabitable body 
lies in state. The great, 
awful machine lifts his lungs, 
prepares to force-feed him each 
next breath. His family heeds 
the labor of the ventilator. 
They sit at his bedside, wanting
him to open his eyes, 
explain why he waltzed into 
a liquor store and demanded 
its cash. Nobody says 
this is the wing for criminals, 
the place where nurses use 
gauze and tape to mute 
the sounds and smells of death. 
This is the wing of whispers, 
the ward where a brown-eyed,
brown boy, with his bullet-shattered 
backbone, lies with his last choice.
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Fifteen

No reason for her to walk in moonlight
but she somehow believes there is. The same day
glared past. The same high sun on asphalt.
The same wilted leaves. The same confused brood
of inclinations. Her grandmother watches
TV. Her mother is off in another state
and she herself would like to take off.
Things around her here are too defined,
the hours rimmed like lakes on a map.
But in moonlight, she can enter a landscape
that’s full of vagueness, a body of air
violet and permeable. She shivers
to feel it: her life is about to enter.
Someone’s about to touch her arm,
their different voice making her turn
from this driveway to stride into other nights
beyond these, beyond any rooms of her grandmother’s.
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The Human Figure

“That looks like Lisa’s body!” Eliza said
in General Science class, after Ms. Duke
clicked on the slides of male and female nudes
to illustrate how humans reproduced.

I shrank into a seed. A brilliant flush
of blood infused my face, poured deep inside
my body, as if I raced under my skin 
(thank god the lights were turned off for the film).

For hours after that epiphany
—for months, in fact—Eliza’s crude display
of my bare body hounded me. I thought
about the whole shocked class, the pregnant snort

from Leslie, Eliza’s stick-thin second woman.
I later guessed that jealousy had spurred this
(somebody said her boyfriend noticed me).
In truth, she might have sparked even more interest

—not quite what snide Eliza had in mind.
But back then, all I knew was how I felt:
as if my flesh were burgeoning beyond
the borders of the space a girl should fill.

Weeks later in that class, I’d hear my guts
crimp into hunger. I ate less and less
at breakfast, tried to cleave my figure down
to thoroughbred limbs like those she strutted on;
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her figure was the one I’d love to have.
(I wouldn’t eat with zest until we’d moved.)
But once, while we worked on the annual play,
I went to Eliza’s house. Yes, it was big

and fancy—a real mansion on a hill
above a running stream. We straggled down
the grass, and I sensed freedom, the frail bloom
of truce, or simple childhood, in us all

until her handsome lawyer-dad came home.
Eliza changed at once. I’d never seen
her drop her grown-up swagger. Scorning
even Leslie, she flew up to meet him. 

He lightly touched her head, told us hello
without setting his briefcase on the ground
then strolled back out of sight. Eliza turned
into the old Eliza after that.
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Afterword: Folie à Deux

                                                                                                                       
The crank calls started on Sunday afternoons in the fall and 
continued through spring. In the first message left on voice mail, a 
male adolescent spoke in a phony low voice and asked for my husband 
by name, then proceeded to offer him business propositions involving 
his job in journalism. Amidst muffled laughter in the background, the 
caller identified himself as “Jim Reynolds” and urged my husband to 
get in touch. 
 The caller left a bogus phone number, and we didn’t yet have caller 
ID, so it was hard to puzzle out his identity. Reynolds and his friends 
clearly weren’t making random calls, because they pronounced my 
husband’s last name correctly and referred to his job as a newspaper 
reporter. The young people did not, however, seem to understand the 
nature of reporting:

“Mr. Manier,” Jim Reynolds said in an early call. “We have a 
business prop, propa- pa-posal for you to earn one—million—
dollars.”

 When the phone calls began, I was also working in journalism, as 
an editor, after four years of teaching college classes. Though I found 
the work instructive, I frequently daydreamed about the classroom and 
the unpredictable and enlightening comments about literature that I 
often heard from my undergraduate students. Underlying many of 
the compelling stories we read about young people was a comic but 
poignant misunderstanding of the older, adult world. Considering Jim 
Reynolds in light of my classes, it wasn’t such a stretch to imagine him 
meeting with Huck Finn to formalize a web presence for his start-up 
company in fence-painting. Similarly, the teenagers’ crank calls to my 
home spoke to a humbling curiosity about the adult world, as well as 
an irreverent critique of it. Almost immediately, I was won over by the 
absurd persona of Jim Reynolds and his posse, his business associates.
 My husband, understandably, had a different perspective at first 
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on the teenagers’ calls. Though he persisted in listing our home phone 
number despite his public byline (which went out to a million readers 
on Sunday), my husband thought the phone calls were beginning to 
intrude too much on our home life. So, like a good reporter, he tried 
to track them down. As a medical and science writer, my husband 
didn’t often interview many teenagers. After a week or two, though, he 
remembered that he had recently done a story on two young men from 
a local suburb who suffered from Lyme Disease. The brothers had been 
misdiagnosed at first as suffering from Folie à Deux, a rare kind of 
neurological malady that affects two young people close to each other 
and prompts them to do strange things together, sometimes even acts 
of madness. (An extreme example of the illness occurs in Heavenly 
Creatures, a disturbing film about matricide.) Yet the behavior we 
were observing in Jim Reynolds and his group seemed savage only in 
its take on corporate America and consumerism: 

“We’ve received your work, Mr. Manier, and it’s good. Quite 
good,” Jim Reynolds said when he called a few weeks later. “But 
it lacks some of the crucial elements we discussed that could 
take it to—(muffled laughter)—one billion dollars.” He offered 
to set up a lunch appointment, then turned from the phone to 
consult with “Sally,” a secretary. Another teen adopted a high-
pitched, fake woman’s voice and threw out a few dates. 

 This phone call, with its elaborate staging and approximation of 
1950s business practices, impressed even my husband. After that, we 
started to save the messages on voice mail and referred to Jim Reynolds 
like a goofy friend or actual business associate. He allowed us to 
reminisce about our own teenaged mishaps and the behavior of young 
adults in our families. When I read about teenagers getting addicted 
to drugs and video games, or the horrifying, specific stories of the 
teenaged assassins of Columbine, I thought with relief and admiration 
of Mr. Reynolds and his colleagues, sitting around a darkened bedroom 
and planning out their next phone call to our condo.
 We never actually spoke to the teens who corresponded with us. 
We weren’t ever quite sure enough of their identity as the seemingly-
subdued young people with Lyme Disease that my husband had 
interviewed, and we also didn’t want them to get in trouble with 
their parents. After all, the teens were showing evidence of regularly 
reading the newspaper—their phone calls tended to increase after my 
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husband had published front-page stories. Also, the young men had 
refrained admirably from crude language. The single exception was a 
mention of their website, whose name Jim Reynolds yelped out amidst 
strangled laughter: www.buttweasel.com.
  The phone calls remained stubbornly one-way—several times 
when we answered on a Sunday afternoon or evening, the callers 
hung up, preferring to call back and leave a message. Despite the one-
sided nature of the communication, it was still a kind of conversation 
because it presented implied and direct questions, most absurd but a 
few approaching the serious. If these were the young men my husband 
believed them to be, they faced plenty of real challenges with their 
illnesses. Yet, taken in their entirety, the teens’ messages were like an 
upbeat audio collection of engaging letters or journal entries. Like the 
best David Sedaris monologues, they cracked us up but also allowed 
us some surprise mystery and space to speculate.
 By calling our home, Jim Reynolds had created a good-natured 
Folie à Deux. Ever the entrepreneur, Reynolds praised my husband’s 
writing talent but challenged him to strive for more. His ever-present 
colleagues seemed to agree completely with his bold vision, his business 
philosophy.
 When the phone messages became more sporadic the following 
spring, then finally ended in June, my husband and I were both 
disappointed. The timing, though, seemed to make sense. “Maybe Jim 
Reynolds went to Prom,” my husband guessed.
 I missed the Sunday evening messages, even the predictable sound 
of strangled laughter in the background. But by the next fall, I was back 
in the presence of teenagers, and plenty of them—I took a job teaching 
high school English on Chicago’s southwest side. Most nights after 
that, when I came home and had dinner with my husband, we talked 
about many of the ninety teenagers I spent hours with every day. This 
time, though, none of the teens needed aliases; as their teacher, I could 
use their real names. 
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Brown, Amy Knox. Three Versions of the Truth. Lewisville, North 
Carolina: Press 53, 2007. 219 pages. $16.00.

Amy Knox Brown’s collection, Three Versions of the Truth, proves 
that even a few miles of landscape can be endowed with vivid and 
diverse possibilities. The landscape she refers to in the majority of her 
pieces is that of her hometown of Lincoln, Nebraska. Set both in and 
around her native area, these stories show an attention to familial 
and romantic relationships along with a celebration of friendship 
and history. Reading Brown’s work results in an appreciation of this 
author’s ability to work in a variety of fictive forms, from traditional 
stories like “In the Field of Cement Animals” to flash fictions like 
“Aeneas Leaves Kansas.” But Brown’s versatility goes beyond form and 
her range is also expressed through the unique style with which she 
tells each story. In the instance of “Comanche’s Story,” the narrative 
is relayed from a horse’s point of view; while the collection’s closing 
piece, “Why We Are the Way We Are,” covers a lifetime of friendship 
through an outpouring of brief journal-like entries that stand as the 
shorthand of a lifetime of experiences.
 Most impressive is Brown’s study of the human psyche, allowing 
readers an intimacy with her characters no matter where they 
are located geographically or historically. This closeness is best 
communicated in the title story, “Three Versions of the Truth,” by far 
Brown’s most impressive piece. In this story of a mother’s reflections 
on a fatal strangling that occurred on the same street as the home 
she shared with her daughter, Brown creates a compelling tension 
from the mother’s regrets which emerge years later. The resistance to 
letting go of past parental failings is conveyed during an unexpected 
meeting with her daughter’s grown-up high school sweetheart, 
whom she describes using a simile that would be better suited for 
herself: “frozen in time, like a fossil lodged in a rock, waiting to be 
discovered.” Because of Brown’s ability to familiarize the reader with 
the mother, it is clear that the picture is less a true vision of the high 
school sweetheart but more a mirroring of the protagonist. This true 
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understanding of the self and the world is a theme evident throughout 
this collection. 
 A careful reader of Brown’s collection is asked to redefine the 
value of truth when moving into each new narrative. In stories such 
as “Dr. Faustus in Lincoln” or “Ray Sips a Low Quitter,” the quest for 
truth is clearly laid out, as in determining the paternity of a child or 
in understanding the real consequences of infidelity. In other stories, 
truth’s meaning is more subtle and murky, not only for the reader but for 
the characters. For example, when Annabelle, the truth-seeking second-
grade protagonist of “Strange and Dangerous Things,” learns to read and 
also how to catch fish, she discovers that adults are not always completely 
honest. Her father makes some changes to The Little Mermaid in order to 
protect his daughter from what really happens to the fairy-tale creature. 
Despite her reluctance, Annabelle goes fishing with her father; the 
capturing, killing, and eating of her catch is not an experience she enjoys. 
When Annabelle understands the real ending of her favorite book and 
knows what happens to a fish lured by the bait of her hook, she finds the 
truth is not as kind or exciting as she had hoped.
 Characters drawn from national history and legend also dot the 
landscape of Brown’s writing. Like a traveler picking up souvenirs, a 
reader of this book will gather pieces of the lives of figures like General 
Custer, Wild Bill, and Sitting Bull. In the vignettes “Sitting Bull’s 
Translator Remembers the Speech in Bismarck, N.D.” and “Custer’s 
Last One-Night Stand,” Brown writes of the mysteries surrounding 
these famous men. This mixing of reality with myth gives the fictional 
elements an edge. In “The Usual Punishment,” Brown relates the 
vividly detailed final thoughts of serial killer Charlie Starkweather as 
he is executed. Starkweather pictures the electric chair “like an old 
piece of Mission Oak on someone’s porch, though rigged up with 
wires and boxes as if an enterprising boy had got ahold of it and tried 
to make a spaceship.” The historical incident this story is built around 
strengthens the impact of the moment when, “the chair’s arm is 
smooth as ice” and “[t]he leather bands around his arms and chest jerk 
tight.” The shorter pieces within the collection give the reader a brief 
tour of the past while showcasing Brown’s keen sensual description.
   Brown’s keen eye for detail and her dynamic characters make her 
work exceptional. Readers of Three Versions of the Truth will likely 
remember the riveting quest to sort out the many truths, partial-
truths, and fictions within both our collective and personal histories. 

—Reviewed by Mary Keck
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Dalton, Quinn. Stories from the Afterlife. Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina: Press 53, 2007. 195 pages. $15.00.

In her second collection, Stories from the Afterlife, Quinn Dalton opens 
the seemingly ordinary worlds of people and exposes the landscapes of 
want and loss that ultimately imparts to them, and by extension to us, 
what we can only describe as true identity. But as the collection’s title 
suggests, Dalton goes even further to explore what we do in the aftermath; 
in the face of loss, in the face of the unattainable, Dalton asks, “What’s 
next?” and allows her characters to live the answers. 
 One of the most striking features of this collection is the diversity 
of its characters. Dalton allows us to experience lives ranging from 
that of an elderly black woman to that of a gay white man, from a broke 
college boy to a successful independent woman. Never once do we 
doubt their reality. How could we? These characters are our neighbors 
and strangers alike: we buy our beer from them; we open grocery store 
doors for them; we call the cops on them. These characters are real 
and, because of that, are extraordinary beyond their circumstances.
 The opening story, “I Know a Woman,” introduces the themes 
of want and loss in an almost too-honest way with the first sentence: 
“Let’s call her Judy.” Immediately we find ourselves in a story that fully 
concedes that it is a story, but while we may imagine ourselves as being 
entertained, we are in fact being implicated. The true storyteller soon 
emerges and she is a fraudulent matchmaker at a millionaire’s dinner 
who wants the story of her past—the telling itself—to reconcile all that 
is gone. Because we have been seduced by the storytelling from the 
beginning, we can’t help but want this reconciliation. But only in the 
quiet company of the handless man who removes her from the party 
does she realize this desire is beyond her. 
 Dalton’s seductive storytelling continues in “Jimmy the Brain 
and the Beautiful Aideen.” This story takes us into the life of a young 
college kid who works at The Beer Mart, into his love and obsession 
with his boss’s beautiful and emotionally rickety wife. We are brought 
into his convincing, idiosyncratic reality, like in the moment when he 
sees Jimmy the Brain, the Mart’s mentally-deranged regular, in bare 
legs and thinks: “I wanted him to have tougher skin than that, not skin 
that reminded me of my grandmother.” The story draws us in so that 
when the convenience store is finally robbed at gunpoint, we are just 
as vulnerable as our narrator is.
 The stories in this collection provide such intimacy as to make 
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it nearly impossible to distill in any less page space than the stories 
themselves fill. That said, a quick survey of these stories reveals the 
narrative range of this book. In “The Music You Never Hear,” a 1950s 
white man impregnates his dying wife’s black caretaker and, despite his 
desire for connection, is eventually rejected by the son of this affair. In 
“What We Do with Loss,” a man is reunited with his family after his 
sister-in-law is killed in a plane crash, and in the wake of this loss he 
attempts to both reveal his homosexuality and confront the invisible 
grief that his secret has forced him to carry. “Monks” shows a man who, 
after his wife leaves, must face the revelation that he is now alone in a 
harsh and gritty world that he never wanted. “Lowell’s Lines” takes us 
past a pregnant girl’s vision—and eventuality—of her father’s death into 
the wider scope of the optimism of human vision, whether that vision 
be of watery canals on Mars or of the future promise of a slow-witted 
husband- and father-to-be. “Small,” in a brief glimpse of inner-city 
dollhouse construction, shows us quickly the true nature of art. And 
in “Five-Minute Man,” a timid, late-blooming man, with the help of his 
neighbor, an overweight phone-sex operator, finally gains the courage 
to confront his runaway father and also to bring his life’s work of artistic 
photography out of hiding for the world to see.
 In perhaps the most deeply felt story in the collection, “Trigger 
Finger,” an elderly black woman called Lullaby finds that the abuse 
of Carrie, a pregnant thirteen-year-old next door, forces Lullaby to 
revisit her own violent rape and subsequent abuse. This connection 
provides Lullaby the opportunity to display the courage that her life 
of tribulation has given her. She also finds that her newfound love for 
Louis, a giant of a man, is threatened by foreclosure and imprisonment, 
so Lullaby must do the only thing she knows—persevere. Her wisdom 
imbues much of the story with moments like this one: Lullaby sitting 
alone in her apartment, next to her paper-thin walls, listening “…to 
Carrie screaming and that terrible low voice and shit flying around all 
over the place next door. Stay alive, I say to her.”
 The final story, “Plot vs. Character,” is a must-read for the writers 
among us who have ever let the stories in our heads manifest, for better 
or for worse, into fantasies in our actual lives. In fact, for a writer, this 
entire collection is an indispensable treatise on fully rendering the lives 
of characters in the all too finite space of the short story. You want to 
know how it’s done? Read this book.
 Stories from the Afterlife has been compared to the works of Raymond 
Carver by George Singleton, and despite any temptation toward humility, 
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Quinn Dalton ought to nod in acceptance. Her stories give us the lives 
of characters whom, in our own daily lives, we wouldn’t hesitate to label 
ordinary; yet we are immediately confronted with much more as her 
writing reveals the true glories and mysteries of what we call ‘ordinary.’ 
We leave Stories from the Afterlife knowing—a little better—how it is that 
we want, how it is that we lose, and, in that aftermath, why it is that we 
continue. 

—Reviewed by J. Dillon Woods

Percy, Benjamin. Refresh, Refresh. St. Paul, Minnesota: Graywolf 
Press, 2007. 249 pages. $15.00.

Benjamin Percy’s second collection of short stories Refresh, Refresh, 
brings together an impressive array of well-rendered narratives all 
set at the foot of the Cascades in central Oregon small towns like 
Bend, LaPine, and Tumalo. In this craggy countryside of encroaching 
wildlife, every day can be a struggle to survive. As Percy describes 
one character: “His entire adult life he has been surrounded by dead 
things,” and the same could be said for everyone in this collection. 
Men of all sorts fuel Percy’s stories: fighters, hunters, skinners, killers, 
brothers, sons, and risk takers. Most are loners that treasure their 
few family members. But these familial relationships slowly reveal 
themselves to be on the brink between splitting apart and hurtling 
back together. In “Whisper,” a man named Jacob dies from a fall in the 
woods and his brother Gerald must take care of Jacob’s widow, Gertie, 
a woman he has always secretly wanted. In the title story, the narrator 
is a boy whose father—along with nearly every father in town—is a 
Marine who has been shipped off to fight in the Iraq War. At first, they 
talk frequently through email, but over time their communication 
drops off and the boy feels “haunted” by his missing father because he 
sees him “everywhere, at every turn, imprisoning us.” 
 Percy’s storytelling is best when he deals with complicated 
characters at war with external forces and internal contradictions. 
They are ripe with secret obsessions we become privy to: an amputated 
foot in a buried bucket, a killer bear caught on camera, a beach 
house on the other side of a blizzard. We become implicated in their 
struggles to cope with these burdens; and they are telling of our very 
own mysterious incongruities. In “The Caves of Oregon,” Kevin and 
his wife Becca must deal with the lingering trauma of a miscarriage 
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and a door in their house that opens into a bat-filled tunnel. And in 
“Somebody Is Going to Have to Pay for This,” David, a water worker, 
is given a partner—Stephen, a soldier back from Iraq—against his 
wishes, but David soon befriends him through his war stories. War 
is in the background of several of these stories, and many of the 
characters resort to violence in order to deal with abusive boyfriends 
and fracturing marriages. To them, there is no other viable option. It 
is refreshing to see a writer willing to take such risks, and even more 
rewarding to see him do it well without excessive description or an 
over-dramatized agenda.
 Though this collection shows a gifted, patient writer working 
hard at telling stories which showcase the more visceral side of life, 
the second half of the book reads much more solidly than the first. 
With the exception of “The Woods,” the book’s first five stories are 
more concerned with single-layered, outright conflicts; the more 
subtle issues do not break through. Thus, they read more like chapters 
from novels than microcosmic plots. The book’s second half features 
a greater balance of violence and more delicate, meaningful gestures. 
For example, in “Crash,” after his wife’s death, a husband’s yearning 
for his wife is depicted with resonant gestures, such as licking the 
rim of a glass of milk his wife left the day she died. In “When the 
Bear Came,” the main character, Daniel, comes face-to-face with a 
bear, and instead of Percy indulging in a grand scene of shooting the 
animal, he emphasizes Daniel’s internal narration: “I tried to breathe 
with the bear and soon our breathing fell into a rhythm where our 
lungs worked in perfect time with the wind, with the shifting of the 
branches and shadows.” 
 Percy sometimes falters when his images become too poetic. 
The figurative language at times feels inessential to what is already 
beautifully stark diction. Collectively though, Refresh, Refresh is a 
significant publication not only for Percy, but also for the short story 
genre. His writing keeps you turning pages because he is well aware 
of how to build suspense and then reverse your expectations within 
every piece. This quality, above all, should prove this book’s nature and 
worth, as symbolized by one of Percy’s characters: “Like a mountain, 
there was such stillness to him—you never would have suspected that 
deep beneath the layers of his skin, as beneath the deepest layers of the 
earth, existed a channel for fire.” 

—Reviewed by Alexander Lumans
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Joudah, Fady. The Earth in the Attic. New Haven, Connecticut: Yale 
University Press, 2008. 77 pages. $16.00.

Fady Joudah’s voice is one from a broken land, one that seeks to mend 
that land, yet one that defies pity or accusation, that defies the very 
borders of our world. His first collection, The Earth in the Attic, was 
chosen by Louise Glück in the 2007 Yale Series of Younger Poets. 
As Glück observes in her foreword, “Fady Joudah is, in one sense, a 
deeply political artist (though never an artist who writes to manifest 
or advance convictions) and in another sense, a luminous aesthete 
who thinks in nuance, in refinements.”
 As the title suggests, the earth in the attic is the world we do not 
speak of, the world stowed away because we don’t have a place for it 
among the rest of the furniture in our houses. A Palestinian-American 
physician who has been a field member of Doctors Without Borders 
since 2001, Joudah pulls this world down for us, dusts it off, and shows 
us its dimensions. The earth from the attic is one that we would rather 
ignore. In it, we find the faces we don’t see in the news: the children who 
manage to find joy among the war-torn streets; a groom gunned down 
at his own wedding; and a father whose favorite village tree has been 
chopped into firewood in order to fuel a tyrannical expansion.
 This is a nameless land that we can’t quite discern the topography 
of, but one that we know we’ve seen. Joudah draws a landscape as 
unpredictable and ever-changing as the poems themselves. As he 
observes in the second section of the poem “Pulse”: “Nothing holds 
ground in a poem.” But it is in this attempt to write of the elusive truth 
of the land and its events where Joudah finds beauty:

When a man from a grass-shrapnel village
Handed me a note that a soldier
Lay in my bed with a bullet
In his thigh…I was in the middle
Of tents, mothers in a city
Where each night the donkeys
Are chattering birds after fetching wood
And lugging water.
Then comes tranquility:
The distance from the square
To the quantum of speech:
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It is only in the writing of the poem that Joudah finds any kind of peace 
within such a hostile environment, and even then, it comes tainted with 
the knowledge that the losses will continue. This section of the poem ends, 
“In a few days, land will bury the living / And memory will do as it did.”
 In an environment that defies explanation, it seems appropriate 
that Joudah leaps to fable in his attempts to tell us of this once mighty 
empire that was shaken off by the earth, then manipulated further by 
intruding forces and tyrants. As the poem “Atlas” reveals:

Let me tell you a fable:

Why the road is lunar
Goes back to the days when strangers
Sealed a bid from the despot to build
The only path that courses through
The desert of the people.

The tyrant secretly sent
His men to mix hand grenades
With asphalt and gravel,
Then hid the button
That would detonate the road.

The land that remains is twisted, uncontrollable, and unacceptable. Using 
fable as a means to examine a blood-soaked history provides the right 
amount of emotional distance for the poems to be able to handle such 
subject matter without risking a reactionary, violent outburst. Joudah 
knows this is at stake. As he observes in “Sleeping Trees”: “Between what 
should and what should not be / Everything is liable to explode.” 
 This is a land in which ceremony is forbidden. In the seventh section 
of “Pulse,” amid several other deaths in the area, a groom is gunned 
down at his wedding. But in spite of these tragedies, ceremony must 
prevail. However, no ceremony can commence without words, and it 
is this difficult task of mending a language sick with grief that Joudah 
finds himself with. Though he manages this throughout the book, there 
is always that which escapes language and so escapes his attempts. 
However, within this frustration, Joudah finds another realm, one of 
pure resistance in which all that is unconquerable endures, in which a 
mysterious force lies in wait to seek a tithe from those responsible for its 
creation, such as in these lines from “Travel Document”:
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If it’s the body you want, there is the body
That couldn’t return, there is the one
That wouldn’t. Sullen
Vengeance. An egg’s
Invisible axis rising and sinking
In boiling water, salt
As measure for pickling olives,
Hands without echo’s desire
To be heard. Tell me, what else
Is there to say about land?

In this poem, the travel document itself is a symptom of the nations 
responsible for this strange realm’s creation, and at the same time, it 
lacks the power to allow passage into the realm of things taken, that 
place beyond any known borders.
 Though the stories some of these poems tell might originate in 
Darfur, the places in which these poems exist belong to several nations 
that have experienced similar hardships. Fady Joudah allows us to 
make these connections in The Earth in the Attic by giving voice to 
the silence emanating from the wars and tragedies we often choose 
to ignore. Joudah might be subtle in his work, but his voice and his 
poems will be heard.

—Reviewed by Will Tyler

Adiele, Faith and Mary Frosch, eds. Coming of Age Around the 
World: A Multicultural Anthology. New York: The New Press, 2007. 
300 pages. $16.95.

In Coming of Age Around the World: A Multicultural Anthology, editors 
Faith Adiele and Mary Frosch compile a brilliant collection that serves 
to expose readers to a carefully selected assortment of work from 
authors, both established and lesser-known, whose edifying examples 
can teach us about how our cultures define us as both different from 
and similar to one another. A follow-up to Frosch’s 1994 anthology 
Coming of Age in America, this anthology expands the idea of what it 
means to grow up, to mark the passage into adulthood, and to value 
cultural identity in this period of transformation.
 In twenty-five pieces, most of which can be enjoyed in a single 
sitting, readers hear from authors from France to Lithuania, from 
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Nigeria to Vietnam, from Algiers to New Zealand, and everywhere in 
between. All the selected readings were published after 1975, a date, 
Adiele says, is “viewed as a watershed in contemporary world history.” 
This creates a sense of freshness and immediacy to the issues at hand. 
The editors were limited to pieces either written in or translated to 
English, but they have chosen work that is rich and sophisticated, 
while still maintaining honesty and humility, to highlight issues that 
draw on the familiarity of the human experience.
 The text itself is divided into six informative sections: “Displaced 
Childhood,” “In the Shadow of War,” “Meeting the Other,” “School 
Days,” “Self-Discovery,” and “Family.” Rather than divide the anthology 
by country of origin or political region, Adiele and Frosch group the 
authors instead by the subject matter their characters are dealing with, 
which brings the audience closer to the characters by focusing on the 
universality of the experiences. Each piece is preceded by historical and 
contextual background as well as by a brief biography of the author, 
explaining the role of the writing and how it pertains to the author’s life. 
Additional paragraphs compare and contrast the selections with one 
another to show still more levels at which the experiences of childhood 
speak across cultures.
 One particular theme which comes to the forefront is the move 
from innocence to experience. In David Bezmozgis’s heartbreaking and 
memorable story “Tapka,” a young boy’s dog-sitting vigilance wanes, and 
he learns about consequences and responsibility—adults who trusted 
him call him a liar, and for telling lies, “[he] will never be forgiven.”
 Loss, and its inevitability, is also explored in Rohinton Mistry’s “Of 
White Hairs and Cricket.” A young boy sees change and decay sneaking 
up on him as his best friend’s father takes ill and the number of white 
hairs on his own unemployed father’s head increases each week; some 
things, he learns, he “[is] powerless to stop.”
 The significance of these pieces lies in their relationship to one 
another; it doesn’t matter that these stories take place in Canada, 
India, Iran, Guatemala, Martinique, or any of the other locales we 
are introduced to by this collection. What does matter is that these 
children are learning, through trials and hardships, that the world is 
perhaps more complicated than what they had imagined. Coming of 
Age Around the World: A Multicultural Anthology brings readers back 
to that delightfully overwhelming and vast world of childhood, where 
we live again the lessons that shape us. 

—Reviewed by Renee Evans
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Crab Orchard Review and Southern Illinois University Press 
are pleased to announce the 2008 Crab Orchard Series in 
Poetry Open Competition selections.

Our final judge, David Wojahn, selected Persephone in 
America by Alison Townsend as the first-prize winner. Mr. 
Wojahn selected Cinema Muto by Jesse Lee Kercheval as the 
second-prize winner. Both collections will be published by 
Southern Illinois University Press in March 2009.

We want to thank all of the poets who entered manuscripts 
in our Crab Orchard Series in Poetry Open Competition.

Crab Orchard Review’s website has updated information on 
subscriptions, calls for submissions, contest information and 
results, and past, current and future issues. Visit us at:

     http://www.siuc.edu/~crborchd/



&
Southern Illinois

University Press

2009 Crab Orchard Series in Poetry 
Open Competition Awards

First Prize – $3500 and publication

Second Prize – $2000 and publication

All unpublished, original collections of poems written in English by United States 
citizens and residents are eligible (individual poems may have been previously 
published). Two volumes of poems will be selected for publication from an open 
competition of manuscripts postmarked October 1 through November 17, 2008. 
The first-prize and second-prize winner will each receive a publication contract with 
Southern Illinois University Press. In addition, the first-prize winner will be awarded a 
$2000 prize and $1500 as an honorarium for a reading at Southern Illinois University 
Carbondale; also, the second-prize winner will receive a $500 prize and $1500 as an 
honorarium for a reading at Southern Illinois University Carbondale.

All submissions must be accompanied by a $25 entry fee. All entrants will receive 
a one-year subscription to Crab Orchard Review, beginning with the Winter/Spring 
2009 issue. For complete guidelines, send a self-addressed, stamped envelope to:

  Jon Tribble, Series Editor
  Crab Orchard Open Competition Awards
  Department of English
  Southern Illinois University Carbondale
  1000 Faner Drive
  Carbondale, Illinois 62901.
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the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry

Series Editor, Jon Tribble

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siu.edu/~siupress

southern illinois university press

2007 Open Competition Award

A Murmuration
Of Starlings 

Poems by 
Jake Adam York 

“Through a ceremony of language 
and song, A Murmuration of Starlings 
consecrates and memorializes the souls, 
blood, and bones of those black men and 
women slaughtered on the altar of hate 
and violence during the Civil Rights era. 
With a lucid, shrewd intelligence and 
a commanding vision of healing and 
atonement, Jake Adam York makes an 
offering of images and music that seems 
the foundation of a new understanding 
and remembrance.”—Major Jackson, 
author of Leaving Saturn and Hoops

“A Murmuration of Starlings is a fierce, beautiful, 
necessary book. Fearless in their reckoning, these 
poems resurrect contested histories and show us 
that the past—with its troubled beauty, its erasures, 
and its violence—weighs upon us all…
a murmuration so that we don’t forget, so that no 
one disappears into history.”—Natasha Trethewey, 
Pulitzer-Prize winning author of Native Guard

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review

     88 pages, $14.95 paper
     ISBN 0-8093-2837-2
     978-0-8093-2837-2
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2007 Open Competition Award

The Sphere 
of Birds 

Poems by 
Ciaran Berry

“What an astonishing feel for language, 
physical fact and ramifying thought 
these poems show.  Nothing seems lost 
on Ciaran Berry’s quick eye, nor too rich 
or subtle for his quickening tongue….
Sliding between the everyday world of 
simple action and the deeper layers of 
imaginative attention, the richly packed 
poems of The Sphere of Birds signal a 
debut not just of young promise but of 
mature achievement.”—Eamon Grennan, 
author of The Quick of It 

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review

     80 pages, $14.95 paper
     ISBN 0-8093-2838-0
     978-0-8093-2838-3

“The Sphere of Birds is a book of excruciating beauty, 
expanding and contracting in an ever-widening circle 
from the personal to the historical, expositional to 
spiritual, blindness to vision.…These poems probe 
with precision and intelligence, throb with passionate 
conviction in a tradition beginning with Saint Patrick 
that the world, ‘alive with malice and ardor,’ alive 
with divine meaning is, in essence, ours, sacred and 
holy.”—Cathy Song, author of Cloud Moving Hands
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2006 Open Competition Award

Red Clay Suite
 

Poems by 
Honorée Fanonne Jeffers 

“Honorée Fanonne Jeffers drives her 
dark poetic vision through America, 
gathering what she can that will sustain, 
suffice.  From the deep south of Georgia 
where peaches ‘liquor’ the air and ‘the 
clotted sounds of lament... / cling to the 
roots,’ to Oklahoma where she reflects on 
the Tulsa Riots, and on through to Ohio, 
‘Underground Railroad country,’ 
looking for ‘the truth of this land….’ 
Red Clay Suite is a long perilous song:
one woman’s confounding history, and 
the untold history of a nation vibrating
on every page.”—Dorianne Laux, author
of Facts About the Moon

“Honorée Jeffers leads with her ear and follows 
with her rigorous intellect, then adds an emotional 
depth and fearlessness that make her poems 
uniquely powerful. This brilliant third book is a 
thinking woman’s blues that continues to challenge, 
delight, and terrify.”—Elizabeth Alexander, author 
of the Pulitzer Prize-nominated American Sublime

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review

     73 pages, $14.95 paper
     ISBN 0-8093-2760-0
     978-0-8093-2760-7
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2006 Open Competition Award

If No Moon
 

Poems by 
Moira Linehan

“What a welcome and brilliant debut is 
Moira Linehan’s superb If No Moon. This 
moving and luminous volume contains 
profound meditations on loss, on the 
rituals of mourning the beloved, and on 
the poet’s difficult pilgrimage from ‘grief ’s 
labyrinth’ to an eventual willingness to 
embrace life again. Linehan’s lyrical and 
precise poems honestly enact and reveal 
our paradoxical natures, our mystery 
enshrouded lives—our human frailty, and 
our surprising strengths and resilience.”
—Maurya Simon, author of Ghost Orchid

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review

     69 pages, $14.95 paper
     ISBN 0-8093-2761-9
     978-0-8093-2761-4

“What I admire about this book of soulful poems is 
their willingness to engage in the deeper aspects of 
melancholy while at the same time remaining fully 
anchored in the world of the generous everyday.  
Honest, tough, questing and questioning, these 
starkly elegiac poems are made not only from the 
pain of grief, but also from grief ’s simple rewards:  
awareness, forgiveness, clarity of being.”
—Dorianne Laux, author of Facts About the Moon
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Copublished with 
Crab Orchard Review

2006 Editor’s Selection

Praise for Julianna Baggott 

“…Julianna Baggott draws themes as sharp 
as razors. She is an accomplished poet of 
the eye and ear, of the definitive feminine 
experience, and her poems of private life 
are expansive enough to suggest a vision 
of a political and historical era. If Baggott’s 
large subject is memory and, especially, 
its defaults, the clarity that so many of 
her characters seek to deny is her great 
virtue.…a poet of substantial powers.”  
  —Rodney Jones

Lizzie Borden
In Love:

Poems in
Women’s Voices

by Julianna Baggott
 

“Julianna Baggott amazes with 
the scope of her imagination. Part 
biographer, part ventriloquist, part 
genius, she inhabits characters we 
thought we knew—from Katharine 
Hepburn to Helen Keller. In 
reopening their lives, she is reopening 
history, retelling it intimately and 
urgently and wisely in the voices of 
the women themselves. Baggott’s 
talent is almost spooky. Lizzie Borden 
in Love is a dangerous and elegant 
collection from one of America’s 
finest young poets.
 —Beth Ann Fennelly,
 author of Great with Child
 and Tender Hooks

Lizzie Borden in Love:
Poems in Women’s Voices  
80 pages, $14.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-2725-2 
978-0-8093-2725-6
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“These poems have a quiet eroticism, a voice that makes you want to lean in closer. 
Oliver de la Paz’s seductive lyricism draws us in; we find the beauty of the body, and its 
desires mark us as creatures of loneliness and mystery. The poems are meant not merely 
to explore this paradox, but to comfort, to sing in the dark, to do what poems do—find 
sublimity and timelessness.  This is fierce and memorable work.”
                 —Beckian Fritz Goldberg

More Praise for Oliver de la Paz

“Oliver de la Paz has the strength and wisdom to step lightly with the heaviest burdens. 
He is stunningly good. ”—Rodney Jones 

Furious
Lullaby

 

Poems by Oliver de la Paz

“The poems in Furious Lullaby 
contain as much mischief as they 
do music, surprising the reader with 
a chorus of unexpected voices—a 
scapula, the dead, the Devil—and 
weaving those moments into a 
series of heartbreaking aubades that 
sing to the gorgeous melancholy 
of memory and loss”—Rigoberto 
González

Furious Lullaby   
80 pages, $15.95
paper, ISBN 0-8093-2774-0
978-0-8093-2774-4 Copublished with Crab Orchard Review

2007 Editor’s Selection
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Poems by
Jennifer Maier

“Jennifer Maier’s colloquial language 
settles you comfortably into the 
passenger seat for a journey full 
of surprising turns. The poems are 
triggered by ordinary events: a friend’s 
asking why she doesn’t write novels; 
the sight of ducks in mating season. 
Dark Alphabet is a sophisticated 
blend of wit, intellect, feeling and 
perception, as mysterious as nightfall 
and as fresh as daybreak.”
—Madeline DeFrees, recipient of 
the Lenore Marshall/The Nation Prize 
for her selected poems, Blue Dusk

80 pages, $14.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-2726-0 
978-0-8093-2726-3

Dark
Alphabet

Copublished with Crab Orchard Review 2005 Winner
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Poems by
Chad Davidson

“Reading each poem in Consolation 
Miracle is like watching a seine net 
pulled onto the beach at sunrise: the 
arc of poetry revealing its haul, one by 
one, and then suddenly, a multitude 
of sleek, puffing, shiny things full of 
fear and trembling. The tight curtail 
sonnets, ‘Almost Ending with a 
Troubadour Line’ and ‘The Match,’ are 
every bit as beguiling as the longer, 
meditative lyrics, ‘All the Ashtrays in 
Rome’ and ‘Cleopatra’s Bra.’ And the 
longest poem in Davidson’s striking 
first collection, ‘Space,’ stakes its claim 
as one of the benchmark long lyrics for 
the new century.”—Ruth Stone,
author of In the Next Galaxy 

64 pages, $14.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-2541-1
978-0-8093-2541-2

Consolation
Miracle

Copublished with Crab Orchard Review2002 Winner
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Poems by
Mary Jo Firth Gillett

“Mary Jo Firth Gillett is an audacious 
writer who swerves between 
outrageous wit and linguistic abandon. 
Her insatiable imagination absorbs 
Pavlov, insect love, potatoes, Newtonian 
physics and a paper-thin hibiscus, and 
this symphony of odd relations existing 
within and between her poems serves 
to enlarge our vision, our capacity for 
sympathy, while producing a rather 
pleasant form of vertigo. Gillett’s 
juxtapositions delight the senses and 
intellect simultaneously, making a 
beeline for the heart of the matter 
through their vivid attentiveness to the 
materiality of everyday and not-so-
everyday experience.”—Phillis Levin, 
author of Mercury

64 pages, $14.95 paper  
ISBN 0-8093-2773-2
978-0-8093-2773-7

Soluble
Fish

Copublished with Crab Orchard Review 2006 Winner



MFA in Creative Writing 
~

  Southern Illinois
  University Carbondale

  A 3-Year Pr ogram

  in Fic tion or  Poetr y

        Fi n a n c i a l  Su p p o r t
              Av a i l a b l e f o r

                      A l l  St u d e n t s 
         Ad m i t te d to 
             t h e MFA Pr o g r a m

For information and application packet, 
contact Director of Graduate Studies, 
English Department, Faner Hall 2380 
– Mail Code 4503, Southern Il linois 
University Carbondale, 1000 Faner 
Drive, Carbondale, IL  62901, or call us 
at (618) 453–6894.
E-mail: gradengl@siu.edu

Visit us at the SIUC Department of English Web site:
http://www.siuc.edu/departments/english/

Home to the award-winning
national literary magazine

Crab Orchard Review
Internships available

to students in the MFA program

Faculty in Fiction

Pinckney Benedict
Beth Lordan

Jacinda Townsend

Faculty in Poetry

Rodney Jones
Judy Jordan

Allison Joseph



Crab Orchard Review, the national 
literary magazine from Southern 
Illinois University Carbondale, has 
received awards from the Council 
of Literary Magazines and Presses 
and the Illinois Arts Council. 
A subscription to Crab Orchard 
Review is still only $15 for two 
issues. Subscribe now for some of 
today’s best new writing. 

“A magazine writers admire
and readers enjoy.”
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Fiction

u

Poetry

u

Essays

u

Book Reviews

Subscription to Crab Orchard Review

___  1 year ($15)   ___  Supporting Subscriber ($25/yr)
        2 years ($25)   ___  Donor ($50/2 yrs)
        3 years ($35)   ___  Patron ($100/3 yrs)
        Single copy ($12)  ___  Benefactor ($300/Lifetime)
        Single copy International ($20) ___  1 year Subscription Intl. ($30)

Name

Address

City/State/Zip

Please begin my subscription with Volume              Number

Send payment to: Crab Orchard Review, Jon Tribble, Managing Editor, Dept. of English,
 Mail Code 4503, Southern Illinois University, 1000 Faner Drive, Carbondale, IL 62901.
 Phone: (618) 453-5321  Fax: (618) 453-8224

Crab Orchard Review is supported, in part,
by a grant from the Illinois Arts Council,

a state agency, in partnership with
the National Endowment for the Arts.



A Call for Submissions
Special Issue: Color Wheel ~

Cultural Heritages in the Twenty-First Century

Crab Orchard Review is seeking work for our Summer/Fall 2009 issue 
focusing on writing inspired or informed by the experiences, observations, 
and/or cultural and historical possibilities of the following topic: “Color Wheel 
~ Cultural Heritages in the Twenty-First Century.” We are open to work that 
covers any of the multitude of ways our ideas of identity, tradition, family, and 
place are challenged by an ever-changing world.

All submissions should be original, unpublished poetry, fiction, or literary 
nonfiction in English or unpublished translations in English (we do run bilingual, 
facing-page translations whenever possible). Please query before submitting any 
interview. The submission period for this issue is August 1, 2008 through 
October 31, 2008. We will be reading submissions throughout this period and 
hope to complete the editorial work on the issue by mid-February. Writers 
whose work is selected will receive $20 (US) per magazine page ($50 minimum 
for poetry; $100 minimum for prose), two copies of the issue, and a year’s 
subscription. Mail submissions to:

 Crab Orchard Review
 Cultural Heritages issue
 Faner 2380, Mail Code 4503
 Southern Illinois University Carbondale
 1000 Faner Drive
 Carbondale, IL  62901
 USA

Address correspondence to:
 
 Allison Joseph, Editor and Poetry Editor
 Carolyn Alessio, Prose Editor
 Jon Tribble, Managing Editor

For guidelines, check our Web site at:
 http://www.siu.edu/~crborchd/guid2.html
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