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Editors’ Note		

On Storms
A

few weeks ago, Portland was hit by a major snowstorm.
Understand that’s a relative term: by habit and vice, Portland does not
get snowstorms. Until this year that is, when we suddenly had quite a
few. As one might imagine, in a land without snowstorms, everyone is
fundamentally unprepared. Whatever Promethean wisdom has reached
the rest of the snowbound world, we always grope in the dark. And so,
one gelid Wednesday evening, when the first few flakes started their fall,
everything broke. Citizens packed Trader Joe’s as if a hurricane nipped
at their heels; before long, there wasn’t a single can of wadded beef or
creamed eels to be had in the whole greater metro area. Before long, cars
were abandoned helter-skelter right on the highways and boulevards,
and all movement through the city just stopped (actually true). We were
all stuck.
A virtue of being naïve with respect to snow is that we all, as one, get
that toddler’s joy the next morning when everything is transmogrified
to winterscape. Everyone slips on their boots, and we forge out, two by
two, arm in arm, enjoying the beauty together. But then there’s the other
side. Nobody shovels their sidewalks. Our city owns a single snow plow,
which would only take three or four years to clear the main roads. So the
snow just settles. The blanket becomes a thick and omnipresent ice sheet.
Terrified drivers crawl and slide, slower than they could walk. One takes
the chained, trudging bus and gets used to hopping off into two-foot
drifts. For the most part, everything just stops.
We, of course, get collectively stir crazy pretty quick. The city’s
“let it melt” plan becomes less charming by the day as the temperature
stubbornly hovers just below freezing. It’s a funny thing, to feel a city
go so generally off all as one. Drivers shift, day by day, from timorous
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to ornery to a particularly Oregonian truculence. After a holiday break
bracketed by a month’s worth of snow days, school teachers go feral.
And you learn that the melt is the most treacherous part. You got
used to the snow and the ice as a stationary thing, you learned how to
slide your feet just right to achieve some measure of normal. But now,
despite your best effort every step is a possible disaster. And you learn the
true cost. Trees across the city riven and shattered by ice. Accidents and
tragedies. You read the death count, the names of those who died out in
those hostile streets—in a city that struggles so much with keeping people
housed, you realize just how trivial all your little annoyances really were.
Then there is a day where it is, finally, gone. You step out of your
apartment and find bare concrete. You step out of your office and find
solid brick. You look down, and it seems familiar enough. But that’s not
quite right. There is something untrustworthy about the solidity. It’s
fey, it’s unreal—you’ve spent so long in that other world that this one
you’ve found is less a return, than a shift to something yet more strange.
It will settle of course. And up ahead, there are other, bigger storms
bearing down—from outside, from within. You see those around you
consumed within their own storms, wondering where they’ll be pulled
off to, wondering who they will be when they return, if return at all. The
world is ever more characterized by storm; you lose the sense of respite,
and the turmoil becomes the normal. You wonder how our world will
endure, knowing much will be lost. You wonder how we all can endure.
It becomes ever more necessary to seek out shelter. And you find it, more
often than not, in wholly unexpected places.
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Wolves in the Treeline, if you squint			
		
by Emily Hunerwadel
Why can’t things be the way I orchestrate them:
Vines wind every which way,
light bends in the wine glass,
and your hair isn’t smelling of cedar
and smoke and dirt.
You’re the only lake
on a map of Arizona.
You’re nothing like
mason jars collected on a
bar room wall.
You’re nearly like
the picture of my dad in a
gas mask holding me as a baby.
You are gasoline
and the salty sides of skyscrapers,
and I’m not quite that tall.
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Malleable					

by Emily Hunerwadel

Being swirled copper and aluminum, I told my ballet
instructor there’s only so far I can bend before I
crease like silk. See here how I hollow out like an
underwater cave. Birds and me know some things:
That bones and branches break the same.
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We’ve					

by Emily Hunerwadel

I
Do this:
I want you to osmosis into me. Your body is 90%
water, and your hand on the small of my back is
passing through me with time—Glacier beats rock.
II
Your voice is the smoke exiting my lungs.
You’re whispering me into evaporation.
III
I am gridding the islands of black in your eyes. I
am spending my time transferring the curvature of
your elbows into data bits because we are rain
that might puddle or might dissipate into the
greying cracks of the pavement
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Big Cat Head					

While

by Cameron L. Mitchell

drying off in the bathroom, I heard the strangest noise
coming from the living room. I had just finished showering after one
of my regular runs along Riverside Drive and froze in place, listening
closely. It wasn’t a single noise, actually. A loud whooshing sound erupted
first, like a large, extraordinary bird beating its wings against the sky.
Then, the creaking sound of springs, like someone taking a seat on my
couch. It’s an old piece of furniture that cries out as you settle into a
comfortable position. It’s not so much the sounds that were strange in
and of themselves, though they were; it’s the fact that they existed at all.
No windows were open, ruling out a gust of wind as the source of the
whooshing sound. And who would be sitting on my couch? I live alone
and never have guests over. The noises couldn’t have been coming from
the television since I rarely turn it on. I don’t even have cable. Nothing
came to mind that could explain the unexpected disturbance.
I leaned closer to the door, waiting for another sound. When none
came, I figured it was nothing. No one had broken in. My building is pretty
safe, especially for one of the less desirable neighborhoods of Manhattan.
Still, feeling uneasy, like I wasn’t really alone at all, I wrapped the towel
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around my waist and stepped into my flip flops. I waited a few seconds
before slowly pushing the door open, focusing my gaze on the hallway
through the widening gap. Once the small cloud of steam escaping disappeared, I could see more clearly—no sign of anything amiss. Deciding
that I was being ridiculous, I took a bold step forward and let the bathroom door swing open without a care for the noise it made. With three
more steps I arrived at the edge of the living room, and that’s when things
got really weird. There was someone—or something—in my apartment,
sitting on my couch, relaxed with one leg crossed over the other, waiting
for me, it seemed.
“What the …” I stammered, worried I had lost my mind. “What’s
going on?”
“Don’t be frightened,” it said, watching me with giant, unblinking
green eyes. “I’m not here to hurt you.” The voice, calm and well-spoken,
sounded oddly gender-neutral, though closer to female than male. The
way it sat there on my couch, its movements, the words coming from its
mouth—everything you’d expect from a regular, everyday person. Everything except for the big cat head. From the long whiskers and pointy ears
to the sleek black fur and glassy, wide eyes, it looked far too real to be a
costume.
I looked over at the door and considered fleeing, but there was the
problem of being dressed in nothing but a towel; also, there was something familiar about this bizarre creature sitting in my living room, talking
to me. Like a friend or acquaintance I might have known long ago, in another life, I sensed a faint connection. Somewhere deep inside, near the
dark corners of my core, in that place where intuition overrules logic, I
knew this thing posed no threat. Whether it made sense or not, I felt safe
in its presence and decided I shouldn’t flip out. I just had to breathe—one
deep breath, then two. If I could breathe normally again and slow my racing heart, I could figure out what the hell was going on.
The body looked perfectly normal other than the fact that I couldn’t
tell if it was male or female. Very regular arms with only a trace of hair,
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hands with five fingers, legs crossed with smallish feet—no fur that I
could see except for what covered the big cat head and the neck that
disappeared inside a high-collared gray shirt draped loosely around its
body; the pants, neatly pressed, were gray as well. I glanced over to the
clock on the wall and noticed it was 5:45 pm. The battery must have died.
My regular routine involves getting out of work at five, reaching home
fifteen minutes later, changing clothes, and then heading out for a run
that lasts less than an hour. At a quarter past six I’m home again, stretching for no more than a couple of minutes before hitting the shower; by
my calculations, it should have been close to seven. Since I had more important matters to attend, I’d have to worry about the clock later.
“Who are you?”
“That’s complicated.” The creature blinked at last, holding its eyes
closed for a long moment before opening them again. “Why don’t you get
dressed? You’ll feel more comfortable.”
“Ok,” I agreed, without moving. I shook my head back and forth,
trying to shake the trance-like feeling that’d fallen over me. Looking down
at my legs, I finally willed them to move and awkwardly darted into my
bedroom. I left the door open about half an inch. It doesn’t fit into the
frame all that well, so I would have had to push really hard to close it,
making a lot of noise. The apartment was in such a silent, hushed state, I
didn’t want to disturb it. Even the sound of the wooden boards creaking
beneath my feet seemed impossibly loud, reverberating through the stale
air like an echo bouncing across the vast and empty mountains of my
childhood in the South. I had never noticed how eerie such sounds could
be given the right circumstances.
I pulled a t-shirt on and stepped into the athletic shorts I sleep in.
Taking a deep breath, I opened the door and walked back into the living
room. “I don’t understand what’s going on,” I said, sitting on the loveseat
near the couch.
“You know who I am though, don’t you?”
I closed my eyes, hoping it would disappear. When I opened them
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again, I stared at it—still there, the person with the big cat head. “No,” I
answered uncertainly.
“Think about it,” the thing said, blinking mysteriously.
Glancing off at the wide, blank wall behind the television, I thought
about it. Although I had a strong feeling about the creature’s identity, it
made very little sense. Considering the fact that none of this added up, I
ventured a guess. “I had a cat,” I said. “She died about a year ago.”
“Yes.”
“She was black, just like you—just like your face,” I continued. “Your
eyes are exactly the same.”
It nodded.
“Pips?”
“That would be correct,” it said. “But, if I may insist, could you not
call me that?”
“What should I call you then?”
“Hmm,” it said, scratching its chin with a long, slender finger—a
human finger with a perfectly trimmed nail at the end. “Let’s go with a
temporary name, the first thing that pops into your mind.”
“I don’t understand. Why can’t I just call you by your name?”
“Let’s just say it doesn’t suit our purposes,” it said. “I no longer go
by Pips. Some of us keep our names while others choose ones that are
more—fitting, I suppose. Or we go back to names we like better.”
“I’m confused.”
“I know, and to have me sitting across from you like this, rather
unexpectedly, asking not to be called what you called me for thirteen
years,” the creature said, pausing for a moment. “That must be strange.
But please, humor me. You need something to call me now, in the present. Whatever comes to mind is fine.”
“Big Cat Head,” I blurted.
A strange hiccup of sound—a small laugh, I think—escaped its
fanged mouth. “That will do.”
“So why are you here? And why do you …”
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“Look like this?”
“Yeah,” I answered, somewhat embarrassed.
“I’m afraid I don’t know why I look this way. It happened on the way
here.” Big Cat Head paused, closing those big green eyes for a few seconds, as if in deep thought. “As to why I’m here, that’s unclear as well.”
“So you don’t know why you look this way, and you don’t know why
you’re here?”
“I came to tell you something,” Big Cat Head said. “Something that
couldn’t wait.”
After an uncomfortably long silence, I couldn’t tell if Big Cat Head
had lost the thought or was simply considering it further. The only movement came from the slight twitching of her whiskers. By the way, I use
her and she as pronouns only to make telling this story simpler. I didn’t
really think of Big Cat Head as a male or female entity, even though Pips,
my former pet, had in fact been female. “Well,” I muttered at last, “what
did you want to tell me?”
“That’s the thing,” she said. “I can’t recall.” She stared hard at me, the
pupils of her eyes expanding so much that the green was barely visible. It
startled me. She was giving me the exact look my pet once offered while
cozied up at the bottom of my bed, gazing at me as I watched something
on my computer. Back then, I always wondered what she was thinking
about; she might have been looking forward to me petting her, or maybe
she hoped I’d start scratching around the mattress beneath the blanket to
give her something to attack. It was a cute expression for a cat, one that
always reminded me of her as a kitten, but I never thought I’d see it again,
especially blown up so large and sitting atop a human body. “While I
think about it, might I trouble you for a drink?”
“Sure,” I answered. “Is water ok?”
“Wine, please—red.”
“Wine,” I said, surprised. “Yeah, ok.”
“Pour yourself a glass as well,” Big Cat Head called out as I clumsily
trotted down the hallway to the kitchen. “I mustn’t drink alone.”
8

I retrieved two glasses from the cabinet and placed them on the
counter. As I uncorked a cabernet from the day before, I stared at the array of bottles spread across the deep window sill above the sink. Sleeping
pills of every kind—prescription, over the counter, natural remedies. If
it exists I’ve probably tried it. I’m a troubled sleeper, always have been.
Sometimes I’m tempted to take a handful of the pills, a few from each
bottle, and see if I can finally get the rest I desire. I wish I could say I slept
better when I had a pet, but that would be a lie. On more than one occasion, however, I’ve woken in the middle of the night to find myself staring down at the bottom of the bed, searching for Pips. When I shake the
grogginess off and realize I’ll never see her there again, an overwhelming
sense of sadness descends over me, making it hard to breathe. I feel the
absence of something I can’t articulate, like someone has taken a knife
and removed a piece of my heart. The fact that I’m there, so completely
alone in the alien blue haze of night, weighs against my chest like a heavy
burden I can’t explain. The feeling fades to something more tolerable by
morning.
I picked up the wine glasses and turned around, glancing down at
the spot on the floor where I once kept my cat’s food and water bowls.
The day after she died, I tossed them in the garbage and never looked
back. I certainly never considered getting another cat.
After returning to the living room, I placed one of the glasses on the
coffee table rather than hand it directly to my guest. Then, I took a seat
and sipped from my own glass.
“Thank you,” Big Cat Head said, bringing the glass to her mouth. She
lowered her snout down to the rim and quickly lapped up some of the
dark red liquid. My eyes widened in disbelief—I felt like pinching myself
to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. But in moments like this, when being
stuck inside a dream is the only explanation for such strange events, no
one actually pinches their arm. It’s just a stupid expression that means
nothing. “So, where were we?”
“You were trying to remember what you had to tell me.”
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“Yes, of course,” she said, taking another lick of wine. She closed her
eyes and opened them again, staring off into the distance. The large pupils looked like pools of ink swirling around, the details so rich they had
to be real. The mesmerizing effect could become dizzying if I stared long
enough. “I’m sorry to say I can’t remember the message I wanted to relay. I was going about my business when I felt a tug—this strong urge to
come back. Like a string tied to my finger, it pulled me here.” I snickered
at that, thinking of how much cats enjoy playing with strings. Apparently
unaware of the humorous connection, Big Cat Head’s face remained neutral. “On the way here, I forgot the reason for my visit.”
“That’s too bad,” I commented, unsure of what else to say.
“Not necessarily,” she insisted. “We have time to figure it out.”
I glanced up at the clock and found the hands still stuck at three
quarters past five. The dead battery really aggravated me. Never one to
leave a dirty dish in the sink or allow the garbage to overflow, I take
care of what needs to be done. A pesky hangnail is clipped right away,
e-mails are answered promptly, and the rug is vacuumed daily. I can’t
leave things hanging; otherwise, these small, mundane tasks transform
into something much larger, wrapping their tentacles around my brain
and squeezing until I act. Going to bed with a leaky faucet and all that
wasted water? Forget it. Until the problem is resolved, I obsess over it,
unable to think of anything else. Changing the clock battery would have
to wait a little longer, however.
“What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing, really,” I answered, taking another sip of wine.
“Tell me, did anything significant happen to you recently?”
“Nothing significant ever happens to me,” I said without giving it
much thought. “My life is very routine—work, run, rest. That’s about it.”
“No friends over? You hardly ever had company when I was … when
I was your pet.”
I detected the slightest hint of disdain in Big Cat Head’s voice at the
mention of once being my pet. “No, no one over,” I said. “Remember
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when someone would swing by and you’d hide under the bed?”
“I have vague recollections of such behavior.” She lapped up more
wine.
“I don’t know,” I mumbled. “New York is strange. People ask me
what it’s like living here. I tell them it’s like living anywhere else. You
work, you do laundry, you shop for groceries. You exercise if you’re inclined.” I paused for a moment. “Friendships are strange here, though.
The city swallows them. Who knows where they go? People are always so
busy. You lose touch. But you get used to it after a while.”
“I can imagine.”
A wistful feeling came over me as I reflected on the mundane details of my everyday life. Grinding the slick brown beans for coffee each
morning and scooping the last pulverized bits out with a finger; staring
at the coffee machine and wondering how dirty it’s gotten inside as the
brew drips; having a cold breakfast of cereal and yogurt before making
a sandwich of cold lunchmeat and cheese for work; flipping on the local
news, only to check the weather; thinking about the dark brown stains
in the coffee pot and how I should really clean it out properly despite the
fact that I’ve tried numerous times with very little success. Some stains
won’t be scrubbed away no matter what. Sundays are different: I pick
up the same weekly groceries—things like bread, cereal, yogurt, carbonated water, milk, etc.—and pile my items before the same disinterested
checkout girl, wondering if she remembers me from the week before; if
so, what does she think of my selections? I use the walk there and back to
warm up for my Sunday run. I’m efficient that way. Lately, I have to really
work myself up for grocery shopping since the mere thought of having to
face that checkout girl makes me want to die a little. Alternating checkout
lines doesn’t help since all the girls look the same. Other grocery stores
exist, but this one is close and convenient. My return there each week is
a foregone conclusion.
“You know, something did happen today,” I said, hoping to stop my
rambling thoughts. “Nothing big, really. On my run, I had a close call.
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Some asshole didn’t yield as I was crossing the road. I had the walk sign,
my earbuds were in, and I just barely hopped out of the way.” I drank the
last of my wine in one large gulp and wanted more—lots more. I felt sure
I could finish an entire bottle on my own without finding the detachment
I craved. As if to prove me wrong, the room around me suddenly blurred,
but only momentarily. I felt a little drunk, although one glass of wine
couldn’t do that. “Anyway, I rushed to the other side, yelling at the guy. I
flipped him off too, but he didn’t care.” I closed my eyes, hoping to clear
my head. Everything felt so jumbled. Had the close call happened that
day, or had it been during one of my runs a week earlier? A month? I always run the same path up and down Riverside Drive. It’s hard to distinguish one run from another, even when something significant happens.
“Are you alright?”
“Yes,” I answered, opening my eyes. “I just feel a little funny.”
Big Cat Head blinked a few times but said nothing.
There was something about the story I’d just told that bothered me.
Like I had left out some important detail. There was a missing piece of
information that would make all the difference. I felt sure of it. Then
again, I’m naturally inclined to doubt myself when it comes to explaining
something that seems important. I never feel like I get it out exactly right
or highlight the best details. As a result, I keep things to myself. Maybe
others feel this way. After all, is it ever possible to describe something of
true significance? When one’s life is in danger, do words exist that can
convey the pure terror felt in that lonely moment of panic? We look back
and laugh, downplaying such experiences, pretending they weren’t such
a big deal after all. So thankful to have survived, it’s hard to accept that
these small moments in time could have resulted in something far different. Like the stopped clock, something about my story nagged me, making it hard to concentrate on anything else. “So, anyway,” I said, hoping
to get back on topic, “you still don’t remember why you’re here?”
“I’m afraid not,” Big Cat Head said, sounding genuinely sad to disappoint me. “It’s hanging there, right on the tip of my tongue.” Her long,
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slender pink tongue popped out, curling up to lick her nose. It surprised
me to see something so feline, although the movement appeared just as
natural as someone reaching a finger up to scratch an itch.
“Are there others?”
“Others?”
“Yeah, like my dog from when I was little. Pepper, a little black dog.
Where is he?”
She sighed. “That I don’t know either, but I’m sure he’s around.”
“I used to nibble his ears. Isn’t that weird?”
Big Cat Head said nothing.
“He’d bite me, playfully,” I continued. “So I thought I’d teach him a
lesson and bite him back. On the ears.” I could see it all so clearly—sitting out in the front yard near the dogwood tree, the long, gravel driveway in front of us. Holding Pepper in my lap, bringing one of his floppy
ears to my mouth and gently nibbling on it. His bad breath—his doggy
breath. My younger brother running out from behind the house, twirling
around, wanting to play a game. Time slipped away for a moment, the
past bleeding into the present, the layers of memory overlapping. A dog
long dead, a brother I hadn’t spoken to in years. My cat Pips, curling up
next to me at night. This strange creature on my couch, like nothing I’d
ever seen before. “After you were gone, I vowed never to get another cat.
The constant hairballs were too much.”
“My apologies,” Big Cat Head said. “You know the feline type, always grooming.”
“Why are you here?” I asked again, more desperately. “None of this
makes any sense.”
“I wish I had an answer,” Big Cat Head offered flatly. “But, what
good are these words anyway? All these languages, so many ways to communicate—and yet, what does it accomplish?”
I wondered if Big Cat Head could read my mind.
“No one can ever know what lies at the center of another’s heart,”
she continued. “There are so many limits to this world of yours. I come
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from a place with fewer limits. Just look at what being here has done to
me.”
“What do you mean?”
“The way I look of course,” she said sharply. “I didn’t decide on this.
It’s just the way things are here.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, growing impatient—scared, even.
“What’s going on?”
When Big Cat Head said nothing, I started feeling even more panicked. Something was wrong. I jumped up and started pacing back and
forth, gripping my head with both hands. “Please, just tell me. You know
more than you’re saying.”
Big Cat Head set her glass down and slowly stood up without making a sound. The expected noise of the creaking couch never came. Silently, she made her way around the coffee table and floated over to me.
I backed up against the wall as she drew closer. “There’s no need to be
scared.”
“You say that, but I don’t believe you,” I whined, glancing over to
the stopped clock, the hands still stuck at 5:45. I hated that clock. I no
longer wanted to change the batteries. I wanted to reach up and pull it
from the wall and smash it to bits, jumping up and down on it until there
was nothing left. I needed the loud noise of destruction, something real
to focus on. I turned back to Big Cat Head who stood only inches away,
staring at me. I dared to hold her gaze, trying to see my answer inside
those giant, watery eyes. The perfectly round pupils looked stormy, filled
with black currents swaying back and forth. The story I told earlier about
the car almost hitting me—did I really have the right of way? Or was I
carelessly testing the limits, trying to make one day stand out from the
rest? A thought came to me then, one that should have frightened me
further but didn’t. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.”
“Am I dead?”
Big Cat Head blinked a couple of times but said nothing. Her big cat
14

face remained neutral, a fortress of ambiguity I couldn’t penetrate. She
leaned closer still, and I turned my head to the side. Just as I thought she
might speak again, she licked my face instead. I recognized the feel of her
sandy tongue gently scraping against my skin. The way a cat’s tongue feels
is something you never forget. She turned and walked towards the door.
A breeze blew across my living room as she walked through the door
without opening it. The same whooshing sound I heard earlier filled the
space of my entire apartment as Big Cat Head disappeared.
I stood frozen in place, wondering if I should follow.

15
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Storm Shelters				
When the tornadoes came,
we would call it a vacation.
We’d drag our mattresses
into the cellar, make
a fort in the dark, cool
space under the ground,
protected from the rage
of the skies. We huddled
beneath them with Twinkies,
Ding Dongs, and Cheetospackaged foods preserved
to outlast even us- and stayed
up all night telling stories,
thinking up jokes that made us
laugh until our stomachs hurt.
We were happy in those
moments, the real, clear fear
for our lives giving a reprieve
to the steadier fears
we shared our home with.
When the sirens stopped,
signaling that we could return
safely to our beds, sometimes
we would pretend not to hear
them, stay a little longer
in the haven we’d created.
17

by Anna Sandy

Bread, Eggs, Milk				

Someone

by Elizabeth Reinhard

stole her whole wheat baguette. Again! This was the
second item snatched from Molly’s cart, the first a large chunk of
Parmigiano Reggiano that she had to maneuver through bumper shopping
carts to replace. There were only white flour baguettes left. Who cared?
She would give up white flour, again, next week.
The crowded grocery store was fun. Molly loved that everyone was
acting like Armageddon was on the horizon, clutching baguettes and
dozens of eggs as if they would save them from imminent demise. The
city had such energy! Sure, people were stealing. But also: We were in this
together! A storm was coming! It was a good distraction from her stupid
boring life.
Funny how people shopped for a storm: bread, eggs, milk. This particular grocery store—Molly allowed herself to go to the fancy one that
charged too much because the snowstorm, and Amelia coming over,
counted as a special occasion—was for the type of people that didn’t even
eat bread or eggs or milk. It was for vegans and yogis and gluten frees,
the kale and quinoa crowd. But here were those same people, stockpiling carbs and dairy. It was as if, in stressful times, they had to go back to
18

the basics, to what their parents told them they had to finish before they
could have dessert. To admit that that was really what they thought of as
food, not green juice and almond milk. To Molly, who hated green juice,
this felt like a validation of sorts.
Molly hoped the weathermen were right, that this storm would set
records. The storm’s name was Jonas: the name of a dorky boy Molly had
once let feel her boobs over her shirt in middle school. She would tell
Amelia; Amelia would think that was funny.
Her sister was coming over to “ride out the storm” with her, a special treat because since Amelia got married last year, the sister sleepovers
that sometimes occurred even when Amelia and Charles were engaged,
ceased. Molly understood. Amelia was an adult, a wife, and even though
they were only two years apart, she had adult responsibilities. If Molly
had Amelia’s life, she would live it just as Amelia did: she would quit her
job and decorate her big apartment, she would work out and host dinner
parties, she would put flowers in vases in powder rooms. How could you
judge someone for living well? Molly wasn’t jealous of Amelia, but she
did hope and hope and hope sometimes, right before going to sleep, that
things might turn out for her the way they did for her sister.
Molly and Amelia liked storms. When they were younger, they’d pretend that their bunk bed was a ship, lost in a storm at sea, and that their
parents had flown overboard and perished. They would roll this way and
that, pretending the wind was whipping their faces, and take turns being
thrown overboard, and nearly drowning. Whoever was going overboard
would fling herself onto their blue carpeted floor, so thick and fluffy you
could lose things in it—the tops of pens, the backs of earrings—and flail
her arms in the air until finally, finally, just when she could almost flail
no more, the other sister would reach out her hand, and save her. They
would hold each other’s hands, sweaty from movement, tight, crunching their knuckles together, and tug and tug and tug against each other,
screaming each other’s names, until finally, the saver would bring the
drowner onboard, and they would collapse, holding each other tightly.
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There was some perverse pleasure in the idea of being orphaned
together, and their shipwreck game was not the only make-believe game
they played in which they had no parents. They also played abandoned
princesses, unsure of where their kidnapped parents were, or two girls,
living in the jungle with bears and wolves, and no clue of how they’d
arrived there. They loved their parents and wouldn’t wish them dead, not
really, but there was some security in the idea that they could never be
alone, that if they were alone they’d be alone together, together alone in
the world.
A good dose of sister time would be good for Molly. Perhaps Amelia’s
good fortune might somehow rub off on her, through osmosis.
Flowers! Yes, flowers. Molly selected, from the paltry options, light
pink spray roses that would do. She couldn’t decide how many bottles of
wine. She and Amelia were going to get drunk and dish about everything.
Two bottles would be the sane thing. But the storm was due to start at
one o’clock and she and her sister could knock back a lot of wine. Three.
Four would be crazy. Well, she could get four to be safe.
The checkout line weaved like a snake through the aisles. She didn’t
mind waiting. People eyed each other’s carts, their eyes darting to see
if they’d missed something essential. Her own cart held Brie and Manchego and Parmiagiano Reggiano, chorizo and Parma ham, olives and
cornichon—the word cornichon was fantastic, and how did they find
cucumbers so small?—and fancy crackers with nuts and seeds and fruit
in them that
were twelve dollars a package.
She liked how the storm stopped people in their tracks. In the city,
so seemingly exempt from nature, where people thought their little lives
were so important, that if they didn’t meet some deadline or close some
deal, the world might stop turning and go black, it was good to be reminded of the earth, of its power. For Molly, it was a relief to think of
something bigger than her professional troubles, her dissatisfaction with
herself, her loneliness that had become a constant, nagging ache. It was
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nice to think that she and her stupid problems were not the only things
that existed.
She was having professional troubles, though she felt too young and
her job seemed too stupid, to even call them that. Last week, she was
passed over, for the third time, for a promotion she was convinced she
was going to get. That she deserved. The girl who got it, Kimberley, was
less experienced and didn’t try as hard. But people liked her more. Occasionally Molly tried to convince herself that this wasn’t true, but the facts
were the facts: Molly got a sad box of donuts in the kitchen for her birthday; Kimberley got Happy Hour karaoke. People swung by Kimberley’s
cubicle just to chat; this rarely happened to Molly. But it should be rule
that you couldn’t get a promotion just because people liked you better,
shouldn’t it? Molly didn’t realize that while she was doing actual work she
also had to show that she was fun, or could dress really cute, or could tell
a good joke.
She didn’t care if her coworkers liked her. It was just: What was the
point of late nights and Saturdays at the office if they weren’t getting her
anywhere? She was doing something wrong.
Amelia would tell her what to do. Amelia—it was like a special power she had—just got what she wanted, without complications. It was like
there was always only one way it was going to be, and Amelia was able to
identify it and allow it to happen.
Molly knew that she copied her sister. She’d only moved to New
York because Amelia had; the job in fashion was an afterthought that she
used to justify the move to her parents, but who cared? People copied celebrities and gurus, why couldn’t she copy her sister? Amelia was as good
a person as any to copy.
The checkout line moved slowly; Molly craned her neck to see if the
snow had started. It hadn’t. Amelia was going to come, “as soon as she
saw a flake.” For now it was just dull, the sky the same matte gray as the
sidewalk.
When she finally placed her items on the conveyor belt, the woman
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behind the register nodded toward her. “You are doing this storm right,
honey!” Molly grinned as she put down the last bottle of wine. She was
doing it right! She was all about the good stuff! Screw the essentials!
“Stay warm!” she said to the lady as she packed her items in the bag
that she’d remembered to bring from home.
She walked home three blocks and experienced a little shiver of delight when the she noticed little flecks of barely-snow, making their way
slowly to the ground. Those little flakes bounced this way and that. They
were in no rush, any route was fine with them.

The weatherman on television said that New York could expect

twenty to thirty inches! Anyone who didn’t have to leave home shouldn’t.
That it would get worse and worse. Where was the checkout girl going to
go? Molly could have invited her over. Wouldn’t that be funny? If Amelia
walked in and she was hanging out with the checkout girl? It wasn’t something Molly would ever do; she wasn’t bold like that. But it was funny to
consider. What would they talk about?
It would be okay to have one glass of wine before Amelia arrived.
She poured a glass for herself and began to snip the flowers, running
them under warm water as Amelia taught her. The newscaster said, “But
it’s not just snow coming, folks. There are going to be heavy, dangerous
winds.” Don’t underestimate them, he said.
Amelia showed up at 2:30. She certainly hadn’t left her house as
soon as she saw a flake. It was snowing for real now and Amelia’s face
was bright pink. With her pink face and her hair all tucked in her hat,
she looked like a toddler and, for a moment, you couldn’t tell how beautiful she was. It was a relief to Molly. When Molly was younger and first
realized—in those years that boys and other girls teach you what pretty
is and what it is not—how much prettier Amelia was than she, it made
her very angry. It almost hurt to look at her, back then. Their relationship
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suffered for years.
They hugged. And hugged tighter. And swayed a little.
“You’re a stranger!” Molly said.
“Oh please, we talk thirty times a day!”
“It’s different. I forgot your face.”
“I brought ice cream.” Amelia held up a wet, beige plastic bag.
“Is there any time you don’t want ice cream?”
Amelia shook her head quickly and displayed the flavors on the
counter, all only slight variations on chocolate: chocolate and caramel,
chocolate pretzel, chocolate banana swirl. “The banana one is vegan.”
“Who’s vegan?” Molly asked.
“Oh, I don’t know. Weren’t you on some vegan kick?”
“I did a cleanse? I lasted for two days. And I wanted to kill myself…
possibly by clogging my arteries with meat.” Molly was confused. Why
would she, out of nowhere, become a vegan?
“Sorry.”
“I will never be a vegan.”
“Okay. Roger that.”
Amelia’s voice was snippy, short. Molly was puzzled. What did she
say? Amelia took off her boots and placed them neatly by the door. Outside the snow was getting heavier. It wasn’t pretty snow. It was wet snow,
like raindrops on steroids that had also drank energy drinks.
Molly poured wine. She hoped Amelia didn’t find the couch shabby,
depressing, now that she had her big apartment full of new things, full of
fabrics she’d chosen herself, and furniture with special names like settee
and chaise longue.
“Everything is going wrong,” Molly said to her sister, when they were
settled, and told her first about the promotion. “People just don’t like me.
Why is that? Has anyone ever not liked you?”
Amelia laughed bashfully. “Of course people have not liked me.”
“But I’m serious,” Molly said. “Tell me something I can change. We’re
going to play a game. Okay, quick! Tell me something that annoys you
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about me!”
Amelia pressed her lips together and thought.
“You interrupt people. And oh!” she held up one finger, “you make
this face, when you’re listening to someone else talk, that’s really unpleasant. Like you’re impatient for them to stop talking. A bitchy face.”
Molly smiled. She wanted her sister to feel it was all right to be honest. “Do the face for me.”
Amelia jutted out her jaw and let her tongue lay flat in her slightly
open mouth. The face—Molly did recognize it. Amelia did it well. Both
sisters erupted with laughter. “Do it again!”
Why did it make Molly feel special, even when Amelia was technically saying something not nice, that Amelia could do such a spot-on
impression of her? That the face was so identifiable to Molly, that Amelia
had such a quick and specific answer to her question, made Molly feel
noticed, seen, paid attention to. She wanted her sister to tell her more
about herself. To show her what to do to fix herself.
“And what else?”
“Do you mean my non-love life?” Molly laid her head in her sister’s
lap. Amelia’s jeans felt like sandpaper, only worse. “What are these? It
feels like I’m lying on the sidewalk!”
When Amelia laughed, her belly touched Molly’s head. “They’re this
thing. Salvaged? Salvage? I don’t know. They’re supposed to be like this.”
“Don’t they hurt? It feels like they could give you a splinter.”
“They’ll get softer. You’re supposed to shower in them to make them
softer.”
Molly touched them with one finger, lightly, and gave an exaggerated, “Ouch!”
“Look it up, it’s a thing.”
Usually, if Amelia said it was a thing, it was a thing.
“How do I get myself a Prince Charles?” She called her sister’s husband Prince Charles because he was Amelia’s fairtytale prince. Amelia
often pointed out that the real Prince Charles was not a romantic figure,
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and was ugly, and so it wasn’t really a compliment to call her husband
that. But she knew what Molly meant: that Amelia found her person.
Molly did not even need her Prince Charles to be rich the way Amelia’s
was, or even handsome. She just wanted someone to laugh at the television with, or take a stroll down the Westside Highway. Sometimes, the
way that Charles looked at Amelia made Molly feel like she’d had the
wind knocked out of her, and she couldn’t tell if this was envy, happiness,
hope, or simply an inability to understand.
“You’ve ruined love for me. You and your perfect husband.”
“Oh stop. You’ll find someone. There’s no deadline.”
“Can’t you just do it for me? Does Charles have a friend somewhere
who you can just deliver to me?” This was not the first time she’d asked
her sister this, and even though she was quotes-in-the-air joking, she did
wonder if Charles did have a single friend, if they would even introduce
Molly to him.
“I doubt it,” Amelia sounded annoyed again. She refilled her wine
glass—a heavy pour—and walked to the window. “It’s really coming down
now. I thought everyone was exaggerating.”
Had Molly had two glasses of wine or three? She smushed some
Brie between two brown, seedy crackers, and purposely took too big of
a bite. They became squishy, expanding in her mouth, before she swallowed them. She poured more wine, and the bottle was done.
“It’s so ugly,” Molly walked toward her sister. “But I still like it. It
makes you feel lucky and safe to be inside.”
“I just think of the little creatures,” Amelia said. “Where do they
go?”
“They must have a place.”
“I hope so.”
It was sweet that Amelia was thinking of the animals, but not what
Molly wanted to talk about. It was a downer.
The snow came down so quickly that you couldn’t see anything that
might be called a flake. It came down in angry sheets. The streets three
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floors below them were empty; this wasn’t the type of snow you took
your kid out to play in or went to make snowmen in. It was violent snow;
it blew sideways.
Molly wanted to go back to talking about her love life. She felt if she
and Amelia just dissected it enough, they could come up with a solution.
“Maybe I should just, like, follow you around and try to be more like
you.” She went to tickle her sister, and talked in a sappy voice. “Maybe I
should just wear your clothes and just be jussssst like you.”
“Don’t be creepy, Molly.” Amelia swatted her hand away.
Another snippy moment, like with the ice cream. Molly felt stupid
and rejected, and it didn’t feel like she had much more room inside of her
for that. She was just trying to be funny.
“Are you okay?” Molly touched her sister’s shoulder; Amelia flinched,
it was obvious she didn’t want to be touched.
“I’m fine.”
“Okay,” Molly said. But she couldn’t leave it at that. “You just seem
irritated.”
“Do I always have to be in a good mood?”
“No.”
But Amelia’s crustiness this afternoon was out of character. Molly
didn’t know how to deal with it, how not to be hurt by it.
“Just because I’m not constantly complaining doesn’t mean—“
“Do I complain constantly?”
“Come on Molly, don’t be an idiot. There, you interrupted me again.”
Amelia didn’t speak loudly, no veins popped out of her head. Hers was a
controlled, polite mad, which was even scarier because you could never
call it wrong, or rude, or out of control. She even drank her large glass
of wine calmly, quietly, tipping her head back slightly without glugging.
Still, it disappeared quickly, it was already gone.
“What did I do, Amelia?” Molly felt like she was at the top of a very
scary waterslide, one that she didn’t want to go down but had to; she had
no control.
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“Nevermind,” Amelia said. “Forget it.”

They sat on the couch, sipping, and watching the television. They

watched the weather channel, which showed how slow cars were going
on the highway, and reporters nearly being blown away by the winds, and
said, “Whoa,” and “Wow.” They scanned other channels, which offered
nothing that they wanted to watch, and just said, “No, no, no” as Molly
clicked up and up and up. Amelia picked up a cracker and looked at it,
but put it back down, uneaten. Molly chewed chorizo quietly; she overchewed it, until it tasted bad and was ruined. They were into the third
bottle of wine now, and it was getting dark, but they weren’t having fun.
They weren’t even talking. Molly felt like a balloon that might pop. What
was wrong between them? Amelia changed seats every few minutes: to
the bar stool at the counter, then back to the couch. She looked at her
phone. She didn’t want to be here, Molly thought, and tried hard not to
be sad.
Molly couldn’t stay quiet. They were wasting what was supposed to
be fun sister time, and she didn’t even know what she’d done.
“I’m sorry, Amelia. For whatever I said. Can we forget it?”
Amelia put down her glass of wine and pushed her hair out of her
face with both hands.
“You didn’t do anything. It’s not about you.”
Molly didn’t believe her, and maybe Amelia saw it. Amelia asked,
“Can I tell you something?”
“Of course! We tell each other everything! That’s what sisters do.”
“I cheated on Charles. I’m… cheating on Charles.”
Molly couldn’t tell if Amelia was joking. For a moment, she didn’t
really breathe or think, but just, stopped.
Why would Amelia joke about that? It was mean.
“Okay?” Amelia responded to Molly’s silence. “It’s not anything you
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said. Okay?”
“No you didn’t!” It had to be a joke. “Amelia, you didn’t. Right?”
“You don’t even believe me? That’s unreal.” Amelia went toward the
window again; she was curbed by the walls, she wanted to walk, to pace,
further than Molly’s tiny apartment would allow.
“I can’t believe you don’t even believe me. What the fuck, Molly?”
“No, I believe you. I’m sorry. I just didn’t—” Well, she just didn’t
believe her. Because she didn’t see why a person would do something like
that, why anyone with so lovely a life, with so lovely a person, would do
that. To Prince Charles!
“What did he do?” Molly asked.
“Nothing,” Amelia said.
“Nothing? So… why?”
“I just needed… or wanted… I don’t know.”
“What did you want?”
“I don’t know, Molly. I just wanted to do it. Sometimes you do just
want to do something and you do it.”
She didn’t know? This was too much. Molly was angry. She was too
angry. Her face felt hot. Could Amelia be so selfish? So stupid? Molly
didn’t speak, and tried to ignore the seed of a headache that was forming in the right corner of her head. She shoved some crackers into her
mouth, as if they might help.
“Well I may as well tell you the kicker. It was with a woman. It is
with a woman.”
“Is?”
“Oh Jesus, Molly, I knew you wouldn’t understand.” Amelia erupted
now, now her voice was raised. “You don’t understand anything but your
own sad sack problems.”
Molly began to cry.
“You’re not the one who’s supposed to be crying here. Do you get
that Molly?” Amelia leaned on the counter and slapped it a few times
with both hands. She made a guttural, vibrating noise.
28

Molly was trying to not to be drunk, but she was. She could feel the
wine in the back of her throat, sticky, bad breathy, maybe turning to bile.
Her stomach full of fatty cheese felt swirly.
“I’m sorry,” Molly said. “I don’t know why, it just upset me.” She
couldn’t stop crying. She couldn’t explain.
“It upset you?” Amelia flipped up from the counter. “Jesus Christ!”
When she slammed her glass back to the counter, it shattered.
“Oh my god!” Molly rushed to Amelia; Amelia’s hand was bleeding.
Amelia swatted her away.
“Leave me alone, Molly.” Molly didn’t. “I’m serious, Molly. Leave
me the fuck alone.” Amelia grabbed a wad of paper towels and wrapped
them around her hand.
Molly went to get a broom, to clean up the shards, the shards were
near Amelia, but what was Molly going to do? Just leave them?
“Molly! Leave it! For fuck’s sake.” Amelia was shouting; her voice
rasped. Had Molly ever heard her sister’s voice so loud? It was a different
voice altogether.
Amelia looked like her voice surprised her, too.
“I’m sorry, I would leave, but—” Amelia flagged her hand toward
the window.

Molly went into her room and lay on the bed. She felt horribly, un-

fairly misunderstood. That it was a woman didn’t make any difference to
Molly. She’d be lying if she said it wasn’t a surprise. But a surprise the way
it would be if Amelia said she wanted to become a zookeeper or that she
was going to dye her hair red. It was just something she didn’t know her
sister was interested in. She was mad at her sister, but not for choosing a
woman. She was mad because it was selfish to cheat on Charles. Because
it just seemed like something Amelia wouldn’t do. Amelia was kind and
giving and sure, a little stubborn, but she didn’t do things that were just
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plain wrong. The wommanness of the person she did it with was not the
wrong thing. The wrong thing was that Charles, poor Charles, hadn’t
done anything. Was he really on business as Amelia said or was he tucked
in their apartment, feeling safe and warm, when he should be feeling unsafe and unwarm like those creatures that Amelia was so worried about?
Her own sense of injury and prudishness were a surprise to Molly. As
much as she tried to see her sister’s side, she couldn’t.
Did Amelia not understand that some people lay in bed awake at
night wondering if anyone would ever be kind to them at all, let alone
love them, like, actually love them?
Had Amelia come from this woman’s house? Was that why she came
so late? When Amelia was upset, did she make this woman leave her alone,
or was she simply never upset around her? The vegan ice cream—now it
made sense. The woman was a vegan. And Amelia, in an absent-minded moment while shopping, perhaps daydreaming about this woman,
bought a pint of vegan ice cream, subconsciously—or worse, consciously—acknowledging that she’d rather be caught in a snowstorm with this
woman than with Molly.
So it did matter that she was a woman. Because Molly was a woman.
And now she was no longer even Amelia’s favorite woman, which meant
that she was no one’s favorite woman, that there was no one on this planet
to whom she was the most important. This was a horrible thought. Molly
hated this woman now; how dare someone steal her sister. Molly’s heart
started to beat fast. She was so sad. It felt like a tiny little herd of horses
was stampeding on her chest. She began to cry again and once she started
she knew it would be some time before she stopped. She let it flow, but
tried to be quiet, she stuffed her snotty face in the pillow.

She must have fallen asleep because she woke to a sound that at first

she thought was the rain-snow, that a window must have blown open and
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let the sound in, but that turned out to be the shower. The door was unlocked, and Molly went in. Amelia was in the shower, with her jeans on
and nothing else, standing completely still underneath the water stream.
The whole bathroom was steamed up, the air was thick, substantial. Molly was glad that Amelia was still here.
“Amelia!” Her sister turned around slowly, her body obscured by
the foggy glass door. But Amelia’s body held no mystery to Molly; she
already knew, as well as her own body, its shape, its beauty and imperfections, which parts were like her own and which were not. She knew that
her sister’s dark nipples were large for her tiny breasts, and that Amelia
had one rib that stuck out strangely, on her left side. Her chicken bone,
they called it.
“Don’t be mad at me. You don’t know how I love you.” It was true
but the words sounded ridiculous, like something out of a bad movie.
Molly opened the shower door. “Can I hug you?”
Amelia didn’t say no, and so Molly, in all of her clothes, went into
the shower and hugged her drenched, partially clothed sister. The water
made their hug even squishier, their bodies felt somehow combined, because of the wetness and the mush of the clothing. In different circumstances, this might be the funniest, wackiest moment they’d ever had, but
now it was just a quiet one. Finally, they laughed at the absurdity of it.
“I wanted to tell you that Jonas was the name of a boy that I let
feel my boobs over my shirt,” Molly stepped away from her sister in the
shower to see her reaction. “I wanted that to be the kind of day we had.”
“I know, Molly.” Amelia softened, and looked down at the shower
floor.
“What do you do with the jeans now?”
Amelia opened her mouth, about to speak, and then laughed very
hard, so hard that she snorted, and couldn’t speak right away. “Those
fuckers! They didn’t tell me what to do after.”
They laughed about that as they wrapped themselves in towels, as
Amelia’s ridiculous jeans turned everything—the towels, the tiles, the
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side of the bathtub where they draped the pants—a deep indigo blue.
She would not copy Amelia on those jeans. They put on sweatpants and
sweaters and bandaged Amelia’s hand, and Amelia sat on the couch while
Molly swept up the shards and dumped them in the garbage. She put a
bar of chocolate in a saucepan and put it on the stove. She was going to
make them both hot chocolate a la mode, and spike it with whiskey.
“So what do I do now?” Amelia, her body coiled small on the couch,
took nibbles of a cracker after she asked.
Molly had no idea. Molly had never been the advice giver, not about
anything real. Molly didn’t like that her sister was sad, but she liked that
she was curled up and comfortable in her home, she liked that she was
wearing her clothes, that she could provide that, at least. Molly would do
her best; she would listen and not interrupt; she wouldn’t make a bitchy
face. And she would not, would not, would not, ask if the woman was a
vegan.
Molly checked the hot chocolate; it smelled slightly burned but that
was okay. The scent tickled her nose. The snow continued to come down
angrily, it punished the ground below it because it was unhappy snow, it
was snow with an axe to grind. She and Amelia were lucky not to be in
it, to be inside safe and warm. Hopefully those creatures had somewhere
to go to, and the checkout girl, and their parents, and Charles, and the
vegan woman; Molly hoped that they were all in cozy socks like she and
Amelia were. Well, not the creatures, but maybe. She giggled to herself
at that thought, and dumped a scoop of ice cream into Amelia’s mug—a
little mouse in socks, having hot cocoa. Could you imagine? She drizzled
whiskey into the hot cocoa and watched as the balls of ice cream lost
their shape, creating a tie-dye effect. She wondered if maybe the snow
would get happy, too, once it had performed, completely, wholeheartedly,
its tantrum.
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Early Mornings with my Brother				

by Sarah Cooper

On pine needled riverbanks
we would sit & listen
to the birds call, echoes illuminated
off rippling water & driftwood.
You returned their caws
& I, I loved watching your lips curve
around your thumbs as you summoned
blue jays and loons, your cheeks
would thicken, splotches form from expanding
& crisp air. You laughed with their returned calls.
Some days we would sit for hours, speaking
to creatures who loved us only for our
language impersonations. I felt whole, being heard.
You felt complete being misunderstood. Today as I walk into the world,
wearing sprays from the only bottle of cologne you left
on your dresser I know how lucky we were to drown
our language in river currents,
to engage in the call and response of others
to know one another, quietly.
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The Man in the Red Sweater
							

by Barry Kaplan

“We are not tourists.”
Howard was adamant, though it was true that whenever he and
Eddie decided to go anywhere he read the brochures, studied street maps,
familiarized himself with the history, pored over reviews of restaurants
and learned enough of the language to get to the men’s room, order a
bottle of the local wine, and hire a taxi.
“I don’t mind,” Eddie said. He took much of the planning Howard
did for granted, at least according to Howard.
“We don’t carry cameras slung around our necks,” Howard said.
“True.”
“We don’t refer to guidebooks.”
“In front of anyone.”
“We don’t point. We don’t gawk. We don’t hire locals to take us
around and we don’t rely on the people behind the hotel desks to tell us
the interesting sights to see.”
Eddie was stretched out on the bed, sipping a gin and tonic and
watching Howard assemble the literature for their trip. “Sometimes I
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wonder why we even go to wherever it is we’re going,” he said and closed
his eyes. “We’re such experts by the time we get there, I mean. I mean,
we could have people over for dinner, serve them a bowl of almonds
and olives and tell them a few facts about Morocco, without ever having
bothered to leave town.”
Howard stopped what he was doing and stared at him. “Eddie…”
Hearing the hurt in Howard’s voice, Eddie opened his eyes. “I’m
joking.”
“Being prepared beforehand lets us walk whatever city we’re in
and appreciate it not simply for its newness, its never-before-seen qualities, but for the actual values the city offers up. Its history, its beauty, its
strangeness, its smells and the quality of the air. That’s the way I see it,
anyway.”
Eddie laughed. “One of these times, why don’t we just…go? No plans
at all.”
“It suits you to think I’m over-organized,” Howard said. “That way
you can see yourself as the spontaneous one.” He inserted a pamphlet on
climate conditions in North Africa into a leather travel folder. “As if you
would even get on a plane without knowing what sweater you were going
to wear.”
Eddie smiled and closed his eyes again. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ve
already decided.”
Howard laughed. “I knew it. The red, right?”
“Right. The red.”
It was within this frame of mutual understanding that they set out
for Marrakech that summer, that August, and it was the random yet harmonious confluence of their personalities, the ways in which their fit,
oiled by synchronicity, was snug and sure, that led to the unsettling, unnerving, uncanny event that changed things forever.
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They were waiting for the elevator in the dimly lit corridor of their

hotel. Howard wore a white Panama hat to protect his skin from the sun,
a white linen suit, a blue handkerchief knotted at the throat, and would
have looked quite elegant, Eddie pointed out, were it not for the Nike
track shoes.
“If I’m going to be on my feet all day,” Howard said, “I’m certainly
going to be comfortable.” This was a mild rebuke to Eddie for having put
on a pale blue seersucker suit and the red sweater, thin-soled Italian loafers and no hat. “Don’t start complaining when you have a sunburn.”
“I don’t burn,” Eddie said. “I glow.”

They bumped into the Stewarts in the elevator on the way down to

the hotel lobby. There weren’t supposed to be any Americans in the hotel—Howard had chosen it because his research showed it to be situated
near the medina, the oldest part of the city, an out of the way haunt of
Greeks and Italians—and so it was with a kind of relief on Eddie’s part,
and an irritated sense on Howard’s that his research had misled him—
that they heard English being spoken.
“We love these little out of the way places,” Mrs. Stewart, Candy for
Candida, said after Eddie had accepted their invitation to join them for
breakfast in a little café down the street from the hotel.
They were from Milwaukee, the Stewarts, retirees both, she from
hospital administration, he, Martin, from a car dealership. Eddie was
surprised that Howard, usually so affable with strangers, seemed so uninterested in the Stewarts, who had radical and original opinions about
the various places they’d visited, at apparent odds with the impression
they gave of stolid, unadventurous tourists, despite the out of the way
hotel. Eddie would have been content to spend the morning listening
to their stories about the black sand beaches in Turkey, and the ancient
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banyans in the suburbs of Mombassa, where the limbs of a single tree
covered literally acres of land, or the American priest and his tree bark
hallucinogens in Guatemala, but Howard, having quickly downed two
cups of very dark coffee, was insistent on keeping their appointment with
the Djemaa El Fna market and the likely purchase of a hand woven carpet for the guest bedroom at home.

Howard waited under the hotel awning while Eddie lingered a few

moments longer with the Stewarts. When he emerged, blinking in the
sharp, sudden sunlight, they started to walk, refusing multiple offers of
a taxi. One taxi driver later recalled that the tourist with the Panama hat
and the one in the red sweater were arguing as they walked away. Whether or not this had anything to do with the way the afternoon ended was
never determined because the taxi driver was not questioned that day
nor the next and then it was really beside the point and too late.
Following a predetermined course to the area of souks selling carpets, and threading their way among snake charmers and men beating
on tiny handmade drums, they made dawdling stops at little stalls along
the way. Eddie stepped into one stall selling long scarfs and after a moment called out to Howard, who saw him wave and then saw the Stewarts materialize at his side, all three of them waving to him, their mouths
opening and closing but unable to make themselves heard over the hum
of the marketplace. They continued to beckon and so Howard, not without a sigh of irritation, went to join them.
The stall was deep and very crowded and smelled cloyingly of ginger
and vanilla. Howard could hardly determine at first what was being sold.
There seemed to be a great many fat women wearing white fuzzy wraps
and speaking what sounded like but wasn’t German. He caught brief
glimpses of Eddie’s red sweater but the crowd kept them apart. Nothing
in the shop—which seemed to sell mainly inexpensive scarfs and uphol38

stery fabric—held Howard’s interest although he did linger at a shelf of
used books. As a sentimental gesture, he bought a copy of Madame Bovary in French for Eddie, though he feared Eddie would carry it around
but never read it.
Eddie was at his side a moment later, thankfully alone.
“Where are your friends?”
Eddie shrugged. “They had some business they had to attend to.”
“I thought they were tourists,” Howard said.
“That’s what they thought we were.”
“Very funny.”
Eddie followed Howard as he resumed their planned route. They
stopped to examine some silver jewelry.
“The Stewarts think you don’t like them.”
Howard was fingering a bracelet dotted with drops of amber. “They’re
right.”
“But why not?” Eddie said. “They were very—“
“The rug sellers are down this way,” Howard said and started to go,
but Eddie was not following. “Are you coming?”
“They said they liked my red sweater,” Eddie said.
“Who did? Oh. The Stewarts.”
“They’ve asked us to have lunch with them,” Eddie said.
“We’re supposed to be looking for a carpet. I hope you didn’t say
yes.”
“Well…”
“I’m not going.”
Eddie nodded. “Why don’t we just meet back at the hotel later?”
“I thought we were going to pick out a carpet.”
“I want to have lunch with the Stewarts.”
It was just like Eddie to be seduced by strangers, Howard thought,
and pointless to get into a struggle with him about it. He could be very
stubborn when his mind was set. “OK,” Howard said. “Fine. I’ll see you
later.”
39

Eddie smiled and squeezed Howard’s arm. “You’ll be able to find
your way back?”
“Me?” he said and they both laughed.

The rugs were a tiny bit disappointing: so many colors, so many

geometric patterns that his eyes actually began to hurt and his head
ached trying to remember to which rug he was most attracted. Was it the
deep red with the maze-like yellow and ochre arrows that narrowed in
on itself, darkening to umber at the center? Or was it the forest green and
orange that reminded him of the merchant he encountered on his way
into the market whose carpet was not a carpet at all but actual oranges?
Or was that another rug seller?
He spent hours haggling with the rug merchant, just as the guidebook said he was expected to do, accompanied, as the guidebook said it
would be, by many cups of mint tea, until Howard was dizzy with the images of heavily patterned rug after heavily patterned rug tossed one over
the other for his inspection and delectation.
With nothing settled, with the rug seller beseeching him, trailing
after him, Howard began his way out of the souk in the direction of the
hotel, though the route he was so sure he knew, the route, at least, that he
had mapped out so carefully and as carefully committed to memory so
that he would not appear to be, to himself or to Eddie or to anyone for
that matter, a tourist, someone who did not know his way around and
needed the help of what would probably be someone insistently trying
to sell him something, was proving to be not at all what he had planned.
He could see that merchant with the expansive display of oranges was
definitely not supposed to be in that corner but across from the meat
souk, itself right next to the scarf souk, or was the scarf souk to the left
of the meat, and now that Howard took a second and third look, craning his neck and while holding onto the increasingly slippery package—
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but when had he bought something and what could it be?—suddenly
reaching for an apricot which he had no money to pay for and would
be caught and whipped and jailed for, or so went Howard’s increasingly disordered imagination, alleys leading to alleys leading to openings
edged with souks selling figs and exotic herbs and djebellas, which led
to more alleys, labyrinthine and hung with clotheslines above, drops of
water plinking on the bare flesh of his hands, so that Howard’s grip on
the package loosened and the package was actually lost and while he was
peering down an alley, thinking that in the next opening he would find a
taxi to take him back to the hotel, his vision was momentarily shocked by
a sudden clearing in the clotheslines above and the sun struck him blind
for that moment and in that moment or in the next, and with a great, an
almost sobbing sigh of relief, he spotted Eddie’s red sweater.
There was a clearing at the end of the alley, where there was another
alley angling off, and he caught another glimpse of the red sweater. Howard saw that a game was being played in which men wearing djeballas
climbed a low, grooved hill made of tamped-down sand from which, as
each man reached the top, he slid down to the bottom along the grooves.
It reminded Howard of a game he used to play at the beach when he was
a boy. And there was Eddie, scrambling to the top. He had taken off his
jacket and Howard saw that he was barefoot. Spotting Howard, Eddie
waved and beckoned to him, but Howard had no intention of taking off
his shoes and sliding down a dirt hill in his white linen suit. He made a
signal that Eddie come to him and Eddie just laughed and started to slide
down the hill but by the time he was supposed, by virtue of gravity, to
reach the bottom of the hill, Howard lost sight of him.
He came closer to the hill. The men and boys continued to play what
seemed to be a corollary of the game, now with a large rubber ball. Howard caught a quick snatch out of the corner of his eye of the red sweater
but when he turned Eddie wasn’t there. He turned back to speak to one
of the men but realized his language skills did not include the phrase “did
you see the man in the red sweater?”
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He’d lost his Panama hat. He walked back down the last alley he
came through. A clerk from the hotel was there, dressed in a familiar
white uniform with large gold coins for buttons, holding a cup and sipping as he fingered a long chain of amber beads.
“Have you seen him?” Howard demanded.
The clerk did not seem surprised to see Howard and reached for his
arm.
“But what’s happened to Eddie?”
“Eddie?” The clerk made the name sound very odd indeed.
“Eddie,” Howard repeated. “The man in the red sweater.”
The clerk held his arm with great solicitousness, a gesture Howard
would, in any other circumstance, have considered patronizing and intrusive and shrugged off, but he was feeling so dizzy and disoriented and
where was Eddie? Where was he?
As they walked down the next connecting alley, as familiar and
strange as any of them, Howard suddenly stopped and pointed to a building: “We used to live there,” he said. “The first time we came, we lived
there for several months.”

When they got back to the hotel, the clerk helped him sit down in

a tall wicker chair and went to speak to another clerk at the desk. The
hotel, to Howard’s anxious eye, had undergone quite a modernization
since that morning. The clerk who’d guided him from the marketplace
returned with the desk clerk, who said: “Eso upi nar esoyom yi varvyl pi
yod, pomz?”
Howard looked into the man’s kind, dark eyes. “What did you
say?” He could hear the helpless confusion in his own voice.
The clerk touched his arm. “Jir esmyd yi mype og upi nar varvyl pi
yjod, pomz.”
“Not necessarily,” Howard said, not sure that was the correct re42

sponse but it was a reasonable thing to say in any case, wasn’t it?
The clerks conferred in hushed tones and though Howard tried to
follow, the words were like nothing he had ever heard. They turned to
him. “I should really wait for Eddie,” he said.
“Ker?”
Howard looked at them. Who were they exactly? “The red sweater.
The man in the red sweater.”
The desk clerk nodded and raised a finger to the other. “Rycsvyu,” he
said.
“No thank you,” he said.
Or he said: “I’d rather not actually.”
Sometimes, a simple: “I’m fine.”

Eddie sat on the top deck, sipping kakotrigis, a bottle of which he’d

smuggled onboard in Corfu, and stared out at the flat surface of the Aegean Sea. No one else onboard, mostly very young people, Europeans,
knew who he was and since he spoke only to decline overtures, and since
he wore dark glasses so that no one had seen his eyes, there was speculation.
Eddie did nothing either to explain the mystery of his presence or
contribute to it. He was subliminally aware of the impression he was
making but was unmoved to do anything about it. Conversation with
strangers was an activity that had long since faded from his repertoire of
how to live his life after Howard. This was ironic, Eddie thought, since it
was never Howard who spoke to people but Eddie himself who had been
the charmer, the extrovert, the teller of tales, the lover of travel writing,
the one in the red sweater, eager to see what might be around the next
corner and eschewing the maps and routes and plans that so occupied
Howard. And look what had happened. With all his planning, Howard
had vanished, leaving Eddie with only himself and the wide world.
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When it was clear that Howard was gone, lost and gone, Eddie
thought at first of the rug Howard had been shopping for, the one he
thought would add color to their guest room, and realized he could never
go back to their apartment in America again, and never did. He wondered
sometimes, staring at wide, flat bodies of water—the Bay of Bengal, the
Bosphorus, the Arabian Sea—what had become of all those rooms he
and Howard once had occupied. Had anyone come to inquire where the
occupants were? Had the postman reported a pileup of mail? Had Howard’s aunt called? Had one of his former students come by? Had mice
overrun their kitchen? Had spontaneous combustion taken the whole
place down?
Alone, Eddie maintained a regular interior conversation with Howard and though Howard’s voice grew dim as time passed, and the colors
and contours of his face faded, so that Eddie’s mind was becoming very
very quiet, he still had the copy of Madame Bovary. It lay in his lap now.
Eddie was not actually reading it since it was written in French. He had
once, many years ago, read an English translation, and remained actively curious as to why this was the book, this book, this one book, an odd
book about a woman who made the wrong choices in life and love, was
all Howard left to him. Eddie was sentimentally attached to the physical
book itself, to its cover painting of a woman in a ball gown gazing into a
mirror while above her face floated the words Madame Bovary par Gustave Flaubert; it went with him everywhere.
The police had searched the marketplace. Many merchants were
questioned but nothing was ever found to be a fact except the fact of the
book. Eddie had thought he would not be able to go on but the passing
years had shown him how to treasure his sadness and loss and so his
thoughts about Howard were fine company. He had thought he would be
unable to continue to live but here he was, staring at the Aegean, sipping
a rich, meaty wine and looking forward to dinner.
Years came and went. Staring at one or another sea from one boat or
another, Eddie recognized that one day, someday, all memory of Howard
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would have faded away and be gone and he would be truly alone.
His wine glass was empty. He gripped his book. That day was not
today.
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Ocean View
									

by William Torphy

David gazed through the newly installed glass, replacing the plywood

that had covered the windows since Sandy. Salvatore, the community’s
caretaker, had seen to the boarding-up. Despite cleanup efforts, the beach
was still littered from the storm’s devastation. He watched as a battered
chair rode an incoming wave and found a new home in the sand. Shredded
plastic bags, colors faded by salt water and sun, snapped in the barren
trees like flags of defeat.
Brad had taken the afternoon ferry back to Manhattan along with
dozens of workers hired by contractors to continue repairs on the island.
His oldest friend was, like himself, a survivor. No longer ‘silver foxes,’
they had entered the gray zone together. They had spent much of the past
three days discussing health issues and age-related phenomena, analog
to their youthful tales of tricks and clubs, drugs and failed love affairs.
Here in the house, memories from the distant past arrived like a freight
train, filled with a full cargo of names remembered, circumstances recalled, while details of events that had occurred only weeks ago seemed to
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ebb-away. They managed to laugh off these episodes of forgetfulness, but
David was secretly alarmed. Remembrance had always been his strong
suit. He was the reliable one who organized the birthday parties, helped
his friends recover from their binges with carafes of coffee and pitchers
of Bloody Mary’s. He was the caretaker who had spent days and nights at
hospice tending to the dying and comforting the bereaved.
David sighed, something he found himself doing more lately, an admission of loss, an indication of fatigue. There had been no opportunity
or reason for sighing when he was in his twenties and thirties, hectic days
absorbed by work and wild nights by play. Here on the island, he had
spent some of his best times, memories more vivid to him than this late
Spring day.

His first years after college working as a stockbroker brought him a

lot of money, though not nearly the obscene sums being reaped now, allowing him to purchase a co-op apartment in the Village and later the extravagance on Fire Island. The Pines was hitting its gay stride in the 70s,
before the plague, the perfect playground escape from the city’s frenzied
pace. He maintained an open door policy for the battalions of men who
invaded the island every summer to party. It was a short-lived golden
age, young men oblivious to the shadows that danced all around and the
disaster that was about to take them.
Last October, Sandy had delivered another disaster. The island was
pummeled by the big storm, nearly ripping the house from its foundation. Tsunamis of saltwater pounded the deck into slivers and slammed
into the floor-to-ceiling windows. Waves invaded the first floor, rising
more than three feet before retreating and leaving behind shattered furniture and the odor of marine rot. Salvatore had called him and reported
the bad news. It was five months before David worked up enough courage to survey the damage. Brad had come with him that time too.
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“Listen, dear, this place needed major updating anyway,” his friend
counseled. “I’ve been telling you that for years. Formica Parsons tables
and Nagel posters, really!”
“Kevin would have been so upset if he had seen this.” They had Kevin
in common, one of Brad’s early love affairs and, later, David’s lover.
“Kevin never really appreciated the island for itself, not really. He
was a city boy who loved scooping up the other city boys who washed
up on the beaches in Speedos all summer.” Brad was not a sentimental,
proudly wearing his cynicism like some Order of the Queen.
David picked up a photo album, rippled and swollen from water. “It
was Kevin who brought joy into the house.”
“But, let’s face it, you put up with an awful lot of shit from him.”
David recalled the morning he discovered Kevin entwined on the
living room floor with two naked visitors he had not seen before. He was
surprised by his jealousy and suppressed his anger until that afternoon
when he confronted Kevin, who crowed: “I pledge allegiance only to be
faithful to the race of men.” David had learned to reconcile himself to
his lover’s infidelities. It hurt at times, but Kevin’s joy in life provided so
much pleasure and relief from the straightjacket of responsibility. His humor and heart compensated for the shadowy world David watched him
plunge into. Not that David had been exactly a saint himself. There were
too many beautiful men everywhere.
So much history had been lost with the storm. The island had been
split in two, beaches erased and familiar landmarks annihilated. David
despaired, not so much about destruction of the house or the ruined
collections and artwork, but about the lost photograph albums and the
fabulous memories they captured. They held the physical evidence that
these young men had existed and loved one another, celebrating that love
in this house.

49

“Time for a pep talk,” Brad declared at brunch in Chelsea one Sunday. “You’ve been locking yourself in that apartment of yours for far too
long.”
“Don’t fuck with my misery,” David growled.
“Oh, I see. Noble victimhood. How very late Oscar Wilde of you,
my dear.”
Their humpy waiter appeared with David’s Eggs Florentine and
some nouveau architectural composition of eggs, bacon and potatoes
that Brad had ordered. They eyed the good-looking young man surreptitiously. Habits never die, even at seventy.
Brad plunged into his dish, toppling the tower with his fork. “How
often did you look at those photos, really? I bet it’s been ages.”
It had been a couple decades, at least, but David wasn’t about to admit it. For all he knew, they had been moldering from neglect for a long
time, slowly vanishing in summer humidity and winter dampness. The
house had smelled of mildew for years, well before Sandy hit.
“Those were the snapshots of my life,” David sputtered.
“You sound like a Polaroid commercial.”
“I planned to go through them all, eventually.” He was angling for
sympathy from his friend, but knew he would not get it. They were fundamentally different that way: good old Brad, forever bright and gay, always seeming to keep his head above the waters.
“All those beautiful young men, old now or—”
“Dead.”
David pushed the remains of his eggs aside. Dead. He had erected a
high seawall against constant mourning long ago. Despite his attempts to
keep the floodwaters of loss and anger at bay, feelings of overwhelming
grief and helplessness came crashing through at unpredictable moments.
There was something else too, something that he couldn’t explain.
“Sometimes I see them. I hear their voices.”
Brad peered at him oddly.
“The dead. They appear. I rub shoulders with them at the market. I
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pass them on the street. I spot them in the audience at a concert.”
For once his friend was at a loss to say anything clever or amusing.
It was invariably something specific that brought it on: someone’s
voice sounding spookily familiar, the lyrics of an old song he once danced
to, the appearance of someone on the street who reminded him of an old
flame. So many had disappeared so swiftly in that terrible plague storm,
commanding his mind to reconstitute them. The squall came rushing
through then, leaving the parts of him strewn about.
The last time he experienced this connection to impossibility occurred after he ran into Josh. David had last seen him at Kevin’s memorial service years ago. They exchanged pleasantries, volunteered vague
notions about getting together for lunch one day, and said goodbye. David intended to walk to the Rubin Museum, but when he turned onto
7th Avenue the floodwaters suddenly washed over him. He thought he
saw Kevin walking with another man. The rust-colored hair was shorter
than he remembered, but the voice and easy laughter were the same. He
followed, but lost his resolve after two blocks, fearful of what he would
discover.
Was he going crazy? Disturbed and short of breath, he ducked into
Starbucks and headed to the restroom. Locking the door behind him, he
sat on the toilet and wept.
He had recently read an article in The New Yorker about PTSD,
about how the experience of trauma is stored in the mind and held by
the body. Neuroscientists claimed these experiences could become less
painful by reframing the context of memories, by internalizing new experiences and turning “feared ghosts into acknowledged ancestors.” But
how can so much death possibly be ‘reframed’ by tricking the mind, he
wondered. The devastation left from AIDS was like accounts of Europe
after the First World War when half of its young men were swept away in
battle, its survivors traumatized but determined to soldier on with life.
Like them, he had tried to get on with things, but had discovered that
co-habiting with ghosts was a kind of half-life.
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The sun was low on the horizon. David turned away from the ocean,

painted a brilliant gold from the sun low in the west, and moved slowly
from room to room surveying the repairs. The carpenters had torn out
the flooring, replaced all the waterlogged trim and drywall. Electricians
had rewired the entire house, installing new LED fixtures that Brad insisted he purchase. A crew of painters was arriving next week to apply the
designer-colors his friend helped him choose.
He decided to take a walk along the beach, maybe go as far as that
spit of sand several houses down. He would take his cell phone in case he
ran into any trouble. Salvatore lived close-by, but perhaps he had taken
the ferry into town for the weekend. David couldn’t remember.
He shrugged into a warm jacket, the quilted black one, and reached
for his walking stick leaning against a sawhorse near the front door. It was
a cane, really, one he purchased a year or so ago for its jaunty aspect, the
brass goose-head grip and the hand-carved rusticated shaft. He needed
it sometimes these days, to walk in the churned-up sand and wander
through the bare wooded paths. It seemed such short time ago that he
and his young friends had joked about the elderly “chicken hawks” intrepidly staggering through the sand and tripping on the roots of trees on
the paths in search of prey.
Closing the front door behind him, he crossed the deck, smelling of
fresh stain, and took the stairs. The beach in this direction, away from the
wharf, still revealed startling signs of the storm. Nature had been a crazed
installation artist. An ancient agitator washing machine lay in a pile of
rubble. Who had those anymore? Nearby, a pile of sodden clothes looked
as if it had been flung from the Maytag. A pair of smashed reading glasses accompanied a pyramid of waterlogged vintage National Geographic
and Cosmopolitan magazines. In the distance David made out the dark
hull of a small wooden boat impaled in the sand, reminding him of those
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cars that were half-buried on a ranch someplace out West. 		
He reached the place where the spit of land had once been, scene of
so many romantic interludes, and where, caught in a vicious riptide, he
had once almost drowned. Kevin had spotted him from the woods and
ran into the water to save him. “It was love at first resuscitation,” Kevin
joked to strangers who asked how the improbable couple had met.
David stopped and watched the clouds, wispy and ragged, gathering
at the horizon, burnished golden by the sun setting in the west. Months
earlier this harmonious view had been a scene of roiling threat, homes
and lives taken in its wake. He wondered what it would be like to simply
walk straight into the water, to keep on walking until the houses and the
beach and the island and the clouds and the sun disappeared. Now that
the house was nearly finished, all the loose ends had been attended to.
The will was updated, debts paid, instructions left for his attorney. The
Gay Men’s Health Crisis would receive the proceeds from his two properties and Brian was charged with disbursing the money and his possessions as requested.		
Gripping his cane tightly, he walked to the water’s edge, the advancing teeth of the surf dissolving into foam at the toes of his shoes. Shame
to get them wet, but the same could be said about his corduroy trousers
and Calvin Klein sweater and the good jacket. He took a couple more
steps and felt the cold invading his socks. He stopped abruptly with the
shock of it, dropping his cane. He watched as the goose-head disappeared
under the water, the wood shaft buoyed up and floating on the surface.
Bending down to retrieve it, he fell onto one knee. The icy water soaked
into his pants and shot cold to his thighs and right up to his groin.
With a deep breath, he reached out for the marooned stick, losing
his balance again but managing to retrieve it. He plunged the tip into the
soft wet sand and forced himself back up. The sun had slipped away unnoticed and the sky was covered with clouds, a roiling grey mantel.
Shivering, he turned away from the sea and took the darkening
pathway. The pines seemed to be filled by human shades, each surround53

ed by auras of light. The shadows reached out and whispered to him: old
friends, more like ancestors than ghosts, bidding him home to a hot bath
and a change of clothes.
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Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears
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How Senator Joe Wants Samuel Reber
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W. Dorr Legg Beyond the Lines
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Excerpts from “From Nostalgia through
Now and Beyond”
by Stephen Mead
“Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears,” “How Senator Joe Wants Samuel
Reber,” and “W. Dorr Legg Beyond the Lines” are excerpted collages from
Stephen Mead’s work “From Nostalgia through Now and Beyond.”
“From Nostalgia through Now and Beyond” is an homage to the historical
LGBT Human/Civil rights movement internationally, with special focus on
those who lived “in the life” unsung. Begun in 2015, this series of montages
aims not to be a definitive sociological study so much as an overview of the
bravery, heart, and time it takes for progressive strides to be made. It also
shows the cyclical nature of such movements and how, for many cultures
and populations globally, these strides are still up against a great deal of
ignorance, oppression and violence. The superimposition of unknown same
sex couples from brownie cameras, etc., combined with better known figures like Harry Hay or Barbara Gittings, embraces the the diverse heroism
and triumph (whether sought or accidental), while acknowledging the cost
and the casualties lost along the way. Ultimately the message of this series
is that where there is love there is hope.
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Mirror Image
									

I wake up first each morning.

by Barry Herzog

I visit the bathroom. After emptying my bladder I flush, step to the
sink, wash my hands, splash water on my face, grapple for a towel. Then I
go outdoors, get the morning paper, head to the kitchen, start the coffee,
sit down at the table, read the news.
Occasionally, after splashing water on my face, I lean toward the
mirror and study my reflection, my jowly face, the skin hanging beneath
my eyes, my greying hair.
Other times, fewer and fewer now, I step to the sink and without
splashing stare at the mirror, stand upright, posture formal, ready to salute. I see a person reflected in the mirror then as well but know him for
an imposter, a fraternal twin, a stained glass impersonator from another
galaxy, a mutant apparition gazing calmly out at me, through me, pretending that he sees me.
I am at once missing in action, misplaced gibberish, forgotten, frozen, ignored, blasphemed. Icy fear ascends my spine like viper venom.
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I am transfixed by my own unloved illusion. I am the unknown soldier
buried in an unmarked grave.
Then, the reflection becomes me again. I lean forward, study my
jowly face, the skin hanging beneath my eyes, my greying hair.
I go to the kitchen, sit and drink my coffee, read about last night’s
debate.
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Poemo 6
							

by Doug Bolling

__A POEM IS A MIRROR WALKING DOWN A STRANGE
STREET
			

Ferlinghetti, Pictures 0f The Gone World

Seeing then everything
A voyeur
A seer
A saint of eyes seeing
past the scrim
You walk
You talk
You mix the ingredients
of a poem
poem for just now
no Platonic eternity of a remoteness
no urn of unheard music making
			
things OK after all
just poem wearing a nakedness
lusting for the unknown,
		
unscripted,
		
a Hamlet leaving logic behind
Mirror mirror on the wall
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Who’s the strangest of them all
Let it ride let it

ride
over the ocean blankness of white paper

Let it timetrip the darkest galaxies
bringing back
the marvels
		
To spice up the
			quotidian stew.
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Poemo 8
							

by Doug Bolling

_________Word space, a marvelous and terrible and most friable
condition.
						 Clark Coolidge, Words
A burnishing
sunlight on a
brass
above a
water filled
glass
of
exotic
tropical
fish
or was it
love there
where
our voices
fell
soft as
syrup
over
grass
was it love
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when we
undressed
the urn
of
silent music
& threw
away
all
nouns
to become
inwardly
awhile
our eyes
woven threads
above
a
wrinkled
skin
knotted
coarse ground
desert
worn
our words
fragile
as
last year’s
footsteps
over
shadow.
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The Redictionary
							

by Lee Anne Gallaway-Mitchell

REA prefix that suggests both backward and forward motion, but mostly
backward. Because repetition is a do-over of sorts, a denial of time through
time. To do something once more and then again. When you plow a field,
you turn the land, you fight the wind, you furrow. You do this over and
over again. You return to the beginning, to a previous state. And it is with
a sense of undoing that you make a crop by unmaking. This is done when
you harvest stories from memory, too.
Resilience
1. When you recover, rebound, recoil, readjust to misfortune or change
as if those events are the same damn thing. To be resilient (adjective),
one must return to shape as if trauma never happened, as if one couldn’t
unsee war or undo its damage.
2. And you saw them go into Laos, didn’t you? You saw them leave, fall
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out of the sky, burn up upon hitting the ground? In photos from Vietnam, you lounge in the cockpit with a cigarette or in your barracks or in
the O’Club with a bottle of beer or a glass of Jack. You smile from your
Huey, Dad. But one cannot ever lounge in combat. In one photo, an image your youngest daughter transformed into a painting that made you
weep, you lean up against an orange barrel—you are praying and trying
not to cry—your friends had just been shot down. That barrel, your only
support at that moment, is full of Agent Orange.
3. Mutation cancels out resilience. Objects dipped in liquid nitrogen
shatter when dropped. Other things made un-resilient by contact with
an irritant: Weeds sprayed with herbicide; people sprayed with herbicide.
4. Dad, you always planted in the spring even if the crops didn’t make in
the fall. You are the quote by Martin Luther on the little wooden plaque
my mother gave me: “Even if I knew the world would end tomorrow, I
would plant an apple tree today.” Martin Luther shared your tinnitus,
your angina, your ailments of the kidneys. Were you the lone heretic in
our small one-stoplight, seven-church town? Refusing to go to worship
when all of us did.
5. In the Old Testament, the soul resided in the kidneys. It was an ideal
organ of sacrifice, one surrounded by fat and fit for burning, made curiously sacred by its inaccessibility. But, Dad, your kidneys have been invaded by aberrant proteins that multiply and suffocate it. You survive by
artificial kidney. For now. You are maintaining shape even if your body
has to operate outside of it. Then where is the soul?
6. Is resiliency a political judgment? Is elasticity a moral quality or an
ethical choice? Do we get good at crisis when we are resilient? Do we become hazard dependent? Does resilience resist adaptation and change? Is
something resilient if it survives perpetual catastrophe instead of averting
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it? Is this what we all are?
7. Related: If you resile, you retract, you abandon a position or a course
of action. An opinion isn’t resilient if you have to retract it. (Peculiar,
no?) When we die do we resile? Death can be a return, but it is not a return to shape.
8. Then, Dad, a friend stops by and reminds you that you are no longer
working and suggests that retiring put you in your sorry physical state.
Are you resilient when others wonder at your survival? Wonder at why
you continue? Why you just don’t quit your body the way you quit your
land?
Review
1. A Retrospective: Let’s go back over this again, Dad. From the beginning, let’s retrace. You flew helicopters in Vietnam. Then you returned
home, sorted mail at the post office, handled a bit of land, met your wife,
moved onto the land, had your children, and worked the land until your
body started giving out on you too soon.
2. You lose your hearing. You get 30% disability from the Veterans Administration since Vietnam-era helmets were shit as far as ear protection.
“America is Grateful to You for Your Service” declares every letter from
the VA in which your benefits are summarized, or reviewed.
3. But you wonder why you are so tired, why nothing in your body seems
to work anymore. The doctor at the VA notices elevated levels of protein
levels in your urine. You go in for a kidney biopsy, a fat pad biopsy. The
slides are dyed “Congo Red” in order to reveal the rogue proteins in your
system.
4. And did you know that the names of the dead are written in red in
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Korea, which is where I was when I found out you were sick, when I
learned the name of an orphan disease, one on the list of “presumptive
diseases related to exposure to Agent Orange or other herbicides” according to the VA? AL Amyloidosis, a type of plasma cell disease treated
like myeloma, a cancer of plasma.
5. But it was not AL Amyloidosis. Further review revealed Heavy Chain
Amyloidosis, or more specifically, fibrinogen alpha chain amyloidosis, a
genetic disease, one not recognized by the VA as a “presumptive disease
related to exposure to Agent Orange or other herbicides.”
6. As in the following letter from the VA: “This claim has been reviewed
to determine if you met eligibility requirements for unauthorized care.
We regret to inform you that your claim for payment has been denied….”
7. But eventually, it is approved, but then you have your heart attack, and
even though a review of your brand of amyloidosis will not be recognized
by the VA as a “presumptive disease related to exposure to Agent Orange
or other herbicides,” your ischemic heart disease will be. Upon further
review, you are now 70% disabled, with your four bypasses. “America is
Grateful to You for Your Service,” and you have been made sick by your
service but not completely disabled by it.
8. And, now, because your heart is failing right alongside your kidneys,
the VA is reviewing your condition for 100% disability. But these things
take time, and you are running out of it. You won’t let yourself die until
you get it.
Repeat
1. Do, make, utter, say again and again and again. As in, it “bears repeating.” You tell this story to everyone who will listen. An exercise in
repetition, an oral narrative, complete with Homeric-like epithets. Can
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narrative be resilient? Can a story bear endless repetition? Does it break?
2. This is what a medical history is, an illness narrative on endless repeat.
Imagine giving a medical history when history is known, when the files
are there in front of the doctor or nurse, when you have half a dozen specialists wondering over your body. Is it like a police interrogation but one
in which both culprit and corpse are one and the same? Questions fired
off with the hope that a different answer will sneak through, an inconsistency loosed, a secret revealed, a new detail to catalogue?
3. You repeat the story, and it becomes routine like the peritoneal dialysis
procedure you do every single night. You wash your hands for two minutes. You sterilize everything and wear a mask. You hook and unhook
tubes to the catheter surgically implanted in your abdomen. The cycler, a
machine, runs the waste out and pumps the solution through it all, your
belly lining acting as a filter.
4. A repetition can also be sound, it can be a mnemonic aiding memory,
as in “Feel for the thrill/Listen for the bruit.” A fistula connects a vein to
an artery. (Like an irrigation pipe once used to water land?) A bruit is a
murmur, an abnormal addition to a repetition. A thrill is strong pulse or
buzzing sensation. Mom can hear it sometimes at night. She can hear the
blood running through your left arm.
5. Because you are deaf, Dad, we have to repeat ourselves. Mom always
reminds new doctors entering the room, “He is hard of hearing.”
6. Before your angiogram, before the VA can review a new claim for
100% disability, we need something on paper. “Ask the questions,” you
repeatedly whisper to me as the nurses wheel you out of the room and
to your angiogram where you later receive a stent to clear up your right
artery. You remind me to use my words, to convince the doctors to file
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the necessary paperwork to help you not help yourself but your wife,
my mother. Without 100% disability, she will receive nothing after your
death.
7. As in, what history, does. I am a combat veteran’s daughter; I am a
combat veteran’s wife.
8. Example: “You keep repeating the same trauma story,” the social worker
observes, “but you have to spend what little energy you have elsewhere.”
You interrupt: “I know, but I have to tell you what they did to me!”
Softly from the social worker: “And, I’ve heard it. And it sucks. You lived
a life of integrity, and you’ve been screwed. But you have this wonderful
family. Use what you have left for other stories.”
9. I want to tell my dad that I will take care of his story, that I will tell it,
that I will get it out to whatever circle of influence or care that I can. I will
pass it down. It will be repeated. I will have to bear the repeating of it.
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Porcelain Doves
									

by Jane Blunschi

Carrie likes to dress like Julie. It costs ninety five dollars to look at

a picture of Julie for an hour. For the better part of sixty minutes once a
week, Carrie is able to cut her eyes in the direction of the bookshelf where
the picture sits, it’s frame spanning the spines of You Can Heal Your Life
by Louise Hay and a hardback copy of Pema Chodron’s No Time to Lose.
Julie is Theresa’s Thurston’s daughter. Theresa is a therapist Carrie
has been seeing for anxiety; she was in two car accidents in a week’s time
and then she had a nervous breakdown. She was crying every day at work
in the bathroom and sometimes at her desk, and she was going broke
because her boss kept sending her home.
Carrie was too afraid to drive after the accidents. She asked her
gynecologist for some head medicine and he gave her one that made her
more anxious, and then he gave her another one that made her hungry
every minute of the day and night. She would wake up at three o’clock
in the morning and walk straight to her kitchen and stand in front of
the pantry shoving handfuls of granola or Chips Ahoy! or saltines into
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her mouth. She had to ask her mother for some cash to get new black
pants for work because she had gone up two sizes all at once. Instead, her
mother came to Carrie’s apartment and threw away all of the crunchy
carbs in the pantry and the hungry-making pills and told Carrie that she
wasn’t going to drive her around anymore and that she needed to get a
grip. She took Carrie to Target and bought her some new pants and a
belt. She told Carrie that she would pay for her to go to therapy until she
felt better about driving.
Carrie thought that Theresa was pretty, which made her trust
Theresa automatically. She noticed that Theresa wore a lot of the clothing
she had seen in the Sundance catalog that appeared in her mailbox every few months, addressed to her apartment’s previous occupant. Carrie
left the catalog in the bathroom, and by the time she threw it away when
the new one arrived, she had memorized the colors and prices of the
pieces of rustic-looking clothing and jewelry she liked best. Carrie knew
that Theresa was wearing the Serengeti Wrap Skirt in Olive with her distressed-looking cowboy boots embroidered with blue and red flowers.
Bonnie, Carrie thought when she saw the boots. Supple cocoa and copper
leather. Genuine brass accents. Five hundred twenty dollars. Runs true to
size.
“Nice boots.”
“Thank you, Carrie. Why don’t we start with the car accidents? Tell
me about those.” Theresa glanced over the thick, stapled packet of paperwork Carrie had filled out in the waiting room.
“The first one wasn’t that bad. I got rear ended. A lady slammed me
during rush hour.”
Theresa tapped the end of her pen on a legal pad laid across her lap.
“Say more about that.”
“She asked me not to call the police, but my bumper was all jammed
up. My gut was like, call the cops.”
“Your intuition?”
“I guess. Anyway, the policeman found out that she didn’t have any
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insurance, and he told her I was going to sue her to fix my car.”
“Did you?”
“No. My insurance company did. So yes, I did. The cop was so hard
on her about it, though. She was just this sad sort of lady. She looked divorced.”
Theresa laughed. “You’ve made up a story about this woman. Why
is that?”
“She had these faded tattoos. One was a unicorn and a pot of gold
on a cloud with a lopsided rainbow shooting out of it. I think it wasn’t always lopsided, though. Like, maybe she had gained weight? I’m not sure
if that answers the question you asked.”
“Why did those details stand out to you? Her tattoos?”
“They were around her ankles. I couldn’t look at her face when she
started crying.”
Carrie looked away from Theresa then and saw the picture for the
first time. A 5x7 black and white, the image described a woman in a black
t-shirt with long sleeves seated on the floor of a bare space. Her knees
were drawn up to her chest, and her slender arms wrapped around them.
She noticed that the girl wore a stack of skinny silver bangles on her right
wrist, and that her flared jeans ended in finely-boned bare feet, crossed
and slightly tensed. The nails were square and looked shiny, buffed. Carrie
thought that those feet looked as soft and clean as a glass of milk.
She imagined that the girl in the picture was the kind of person who
would crave just an apple and a cup of green tea for lunch. She supposed
that the girl could drive herself anywhere and feel just fine, and if a photographer surprised her and said take your shoes off honey, she would
throw her head back and laugh as she did it because her feet looked like
a matched set of porcelain doves, not a couple of busted softballs.
Theresa asked Carrie about the other accident then, and Carrie acted like the idea of talking about it would be too upsetting. “Can we start
there next time? I can’t right now.”
When she got home, Carrie went straight to her closet. She pressed
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back hanger after hanger of dress pants and skirts until she found the two
pairs of jeans she owned. One was a size eight and one was a twelve. She
pulled out the twelve. The black t-shirt was easy, there was a solid stack
of those, including two that looked exactly like the one she had seen the
girl in the photo at Theresa’s office wearing. One of the t-shirts was faded
and stretched out at the bottom seam. She had overstretched it when she
pulled it on after accidentally putting it in the dryer instead of hanging it.
The sound of the tight thread in the hem of a t-shirt breaking was satisfying, but the shirt was never as nice after. The other was still a smooth,
inky black. She laid it on top of the jeans.
When Carrie woke up the next morning and saw the outfit set out,
she got excited. She rubbed lotion on her feet and squared off her toenails
with an emery board. She was positive that all of this was going to help
her have a better day. She planned to kick off her clogs while she was sitting at her desk.
Carrie decided to drive herself to work that morning for a change,
which would mean having to pass the intersection where one of the accidents had happened, the second one. She knew her only option was
to gut it out, so she left home an hour early. Just saddle up and ride, she
whispered, and started the car’s ignition. She rewarded herself with a cigarette when she pulled into the parking lot.
Carrie worked in the office of a Methodist church, answering the
phone and making schedules for the rest of the staff. She fixed coffee
in the mornings and everybody liked it. She turned the radio on before
her colleagues came in, tuned to classical music on NPR. Sometimes she
brought donuts or biscuits and links of boudin to share for breakfast.
Carrie liked doing things that made the office feel homier, and no one
could say that she wasn’t good at her job when she was feeling okay.
Her closest friend at work was a woman named Betsy who was in
charge of religious education and had recommended Carrie for the job
in the first place. Betsy and Carrie had been together for two years in
their early twenties, and then broke up when they realized that they were
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mostly just good friends who wanted to sleep with other people. That was
five years ago. Betsy had been driving Carrie to work most mornings, and
to some of the other places she needed to go. Carrie and Betsy ate lunch
together every day, and sometimes they still slept together. No one at the
office knew the specifics of their history, but it was assumed that Betsy
was gay because she had a brush cut and liked to wear button downs and
khakis to work. From time to time, one of her co-workers or the ladies
who volunteered at the church would ask Carrie if she was seeing anyone,
if they could set her up with their brother or nephew or son. She supposed they thought she was straight because her auburn hair brushed the
tips of her shoulder blades and she wore dresses or skirts with sandals or
boots to work. Carrie wore perfume everyday, Coco Mademoiselle. Betsy
smelled like fabric softener.
“How was your thing with the therapist?” Betsy asked at lunch.
“Theresa. She listened to me. I can tell she was listening.”
“That’s good. I’m worried over here. I want you to be okay.” Betsy
said this casually, like she was telling Carrie how she spent her weekend,
with her eyes on the chicken salad sandwich on the table in front of her.
Betsy and Carrie were alone in the break room, where anyone could walk
in to use the microwave or the Coke machine.
Carrie stirred her peach yogurt. “I am going to be a-okay, don’t you
worry.”
“Are you sure?”
“I think so. I feel good today. I drove here.”

Theresa wanted Carrie to start talking about the second car acci-

dent right away at her next appointment.
“It was so much worse. That lady was poisonous. She was evil.”
“Did she run into you?”
“Yes.”
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“On purpose?”
“It was an accident, but she ran a red light and tried to blame me for
the wreck.” Carrie realized that if she was going to tell this upsetting story
to Theresa, she could use the opportunity to act as if eye contact would be
too much. She could turn her face toward the bookshelves that lined the
office wall and pretend that she was interested in the titles of the books
there. She could look at the photograph.
“How did she do that, Carrie?”
“She flew out of her little truck raising hell. She said I crossed into
her lane. Then she said I turned on red without yielding first.”
“And that felt personal?”
She turned her face toward Theresa again. “I’m getting to that.” Carrie
noticed that Theresa was wearing the same boots as last time, with Open
Road Patchwork Pants. Light Coral Pink. She has money, Carrie thought.
A lot of money. Ninety-eight dollars.
“Carrie, you seem upset right now. Would you like some water?”
Carrie focused on the picture. She had come to the appointment
straight from work and she was hungry. She wanted something salty,
like a biscuit from Popeye’s. A three-piece spicy box with mashed potatoes and an extra biscuit. The girl in the picture never ate fast food, she
thought. Maybe a Popeye’s drumstick on Mardi Gras day. She probably
thought chicken on the bone was disgusting. “No, thank you.”
Theresa took a tube of lotion from the table next to the chair where
she was sitting and squeezed a bit into her hand. “Carrie, are you sure
that she wasn’t just feeling shaken up herself? Would that explain her
behavior?” The size of a pea, Carrie thought. Theresa is the person who
actually uses a pea-sized amount of lotion.
“I don’t know. She was shouting and pointing at me when I turned
my back to call the police. She stopped yelling after that.”
“I heard you say that she was poisonous and evil. What did she do
that indicated that those things were true?”
“I just told you.”
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Theresa opened her mouth and then closed it again with a sigh, as
if she was about to say something true in a sharp tone of voice and then
decided to say something true very slowly instead. “Carrie, I’ve noticed
that you tend to create stories around stressful events, adding details that
may not be grounded in reality. Remember when you told me that the
other woman who hit your car looked divorced?”
“She was giving me that vibe, big time. If you had seen her, you
would get it.”
“That’s an example of the storytelling I am talking about. I’d like to
help you understand why you feel the need to do this, and then we can
work on some coping skills to replace that behavior.”
“I’m not lying. I feel like you’re saying that I’m lying and I’m not.”
Carrie gathered her cardigan and started rummaging in her purse. “I’m
already getting better, anyway. I drove here.” She located her keys and
held them up for Theresa to see.
“That’s great news. I’d still like to talk to you about some strategies
you can use to help you deal with your anxiety around driving. And other times when you are having trouble telling the difference between what
you’re feeling and the truth of what really happened.”
“Look, forget it.”
“You’re frustrated.”
“What do you think?” Carrie turned back to the photo.
Even though Theresa’s pushing made her feel frustrated, Carrie had
been looking forward to their session. She thought about Theresa sometimes during the week and wondered what her life was like. She assumed
that the girl in the photo was Theresa’s daughter because they had the
same long limbs and oval-shaped face. What would it be like to have
Theresa as a mother? She’d probably given the girl the silver bracelets she
was wearing in the photo as a birthday gift. Theresa probably had a set
for herself that the girl had admired, so she wanted her daughter to have
some of her own. The girl put the bracelets on every day out of habit, because she was close to her mother and liked feeling connected to her that
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way. She admired her mother’s taste.
“How’s the driving going?” Theresa asked at the beginning of
Carrie’s third session.
“Okay. Pretty okay.”
“You’re still driving, right?”
“Yes. To work and my mom’s and Betsy’s. The grocery store. Here. I
got myself here, too.”
“Betsy is?”
“A friend. We work together. We dated a little bit, but we’re mostly
friends.”
“Mostly?”
“People need people, Theresa.”
Carrie was tired of wondering who the girl in the picture was. At
the end of the hour, as Theresa scheduled her next appointment, Carrie
noticed another framed picture of the same young woman on Theresa’s
desk.
“She’s a pretty girl.”
“My daughter, Julie. That was taken last New Year’s.”
In the picture on Theresa’s desk, Julie wore a short black cocktail
dress. In one hand she held a half-full flute of champagne; with the other, she aimed a lighted Roman candle, mid-explosion, at the night sky.
Her platinum hair was knotted into a bun at her crown like a ballerina
and her teeth were bright as chalk against lips painted a deep matte red.
Theresa swiveled her chair to face Carrie and the picture disappeared.
“See you next Monday.”

That night, Carrie twisted her hair into a bun and slicked on the

closest thing she had to red lipstick, a fingerful of cream blush she had
gotten in a free gift bag from the Lancome counter at Macy’s. She sat
down at her computer and typed black cocktail dresses into the search
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bar and ordered five of the least expensive ones that looked like the dress
Julie was wearing in the New Year’s Eve photo.
The dresses came in the mail one by one for the next ten days, and
Carrie kept the ones that made her waist look smaller. She went to the
drugstore and bought two tubes of matte red lipstick. One was too orange, and she decided she would save it to wear in the summer. There
would be new black dresses in her closet by then.
At the end of their previous session, Theresa had given Carrie some
suggestions for helping with her anxiety. “Whenever you encounter a
challenge, or when a situation feels stressful, I would like for you to pause
and look at your hands. Remind yourself that your hands are in the present moment, even though your imagination may want to escape to the
future or the past. Try to remember to stay where your hands are.”
“That sounds like woo-woo nonsense, Theresa. That sounds like
AA. I am the challenge, my brain is what is challenging me.”
“It’s a place to start. Try.” The result of Carrie’s examination of her
“challenges” was an urge to quit her job immediately. In terms of stress,
the drive to work was kicking her ass the most.
Quitting the office was easy, mostly because of the technique Theresa
had taught her. Whenever she started feeling overwhelmed, she would
look at her hands and check in with the present. This was how she realized that when she was at work, the present was dull and frustrating. She
had to quit.
“I’m thinking about moving on,” Carrie whispered to Betsy the next
morning at the coffee pot.
“Let’s talk at lunch.”
The phone was quiet that morning, so Carrie scanned the openings
for admin jobs on Craigslist and wrote down the ones she was most qualified for. She wondered if she could wear jeans and black t-shirts in the
offices that needed receptionists. She crossed a few off the list, doctor’s
offices and a day spa. She would have to wear a uniform to work at those
places. And shoes. Her black Converse lay untied on the floor under her
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desk. She wanted more shirts, and one pair of jeans was not enough.
She had worn the outfit on Saturday and Sunday, and she was worried
that her jeans wouldn’t be dry in time for work on Tuesday. She clicked
over to the Gap’s website and began adding black longsleeved t-shirts and
pairs of size-twelve bootcut jeans into her cart until it was time to meet
Betsy for lunch.
“You need to know where you’re going before you take off, Carrie.
Have you found something else?”
“No, but I’m good at getting jobs.”
“Why do you want to start over? You’ve gotten really good at holding this show together.”
Carrie laughed. “Right. I’ve memorized everyone’s coffee order and
I cher-cher you all.”
“Can you please just wait until vacation Bible school is over? I’m
really gonna need you.”
“We’ll see. Maybe.”
“Why don’t you let me cook dinner for you tonight. I got some
shrimp to boil.”
“We’ll see.”

She snuck the personal stuff from her desk home a little at a time

over a couple of days, and then went in thirty minutes early on Friday
with a box of hot donuts. She grabbed a Sharpie from the jar of pens on
her desk and printed her resignation on the top of the box. Bye, guys.
Sorry.
Of course, there were phone calls. Her boss, Tommy, left a tense and
tentative-sounding voice mail: Carrie, if you need some time off to rest,
you can have as much as you need. We all care about you. This caring infuriated her somehow. Betsy’s message was terse: I’m in the weeds because
of you right now, can you get back to me with your log in, please? Like, right
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now. Carrie texted Betsy her passwords and turned her phone off.
The next thing she did was print a handful of flyers advertising herself as a housekeeper, a job she had had in college. She was good at cleaning, baseboards and everything, and surveying a newly organized space
had always made her feel serene. This work made the most sense because
she could wear the same thing every day, like a uniform. Wearing Julie’s
clothes would make her look professional. Plus, you’re supposed to take
your shoes off before you clean house, she thought.
She tacked up the flyers at the health food store and a couple of coffee shops. She went to the public library to check out her favorite book
on cleaning and organizing, one she’d borrowed a half-dozen times.
“It’s called Homekeeping,” she said to the librarian at the reference desk.
“Martha Stewart. I only saw the bridal books on the shelf, but the catalog
says you have it.” The woman typed and tabbed and then squeezed her
eyebrows together. “It says it’s in. Oh, wait. It’s on hold for another patron.”
“Can I look on the carts back there? I think I see it. It’s big. One of
the big ones at the bottom.” Carrie lifted her chin in the direction of four
rolling carts behind the desk, loaded with books.
“Those books are on hold for other patrons.”
“I’ll just be a minute. I just want that Martha Stewart book and that’s
all.”
“Ma’am, I’m sorry but - ”
“You don’t need to call me ma’am, you’re older than me. Look, I’ll
just check it out over night, okay? What are the chances that the person
who asked for it is going to come and get it in the next,” Carrie looked at
her watch, “thirty minutes? You close at six, right? They’ll never know.
Now let me by.” Carrie started to push past the woman.
The librarian had one of the male clerks escort Carrie to her car.
Without Homekeeping.
Carrie didn’t let the library incident slow her down. She needed to
start making money cleaning houses right away. She called her mother.
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“Can you call some of your friends and tell them that I’m cleaning
houses now? Your granite countertop friends. From tennis.”
“When do you have time to do that?”
“My schedule at work is going to be more flexible. I can work in the
mornings and clean in the afternoon.”
“You can come over here one day a week and clean. I’ll pay you ten
an hour for that.”
“Okay, but please tell your friends that you know a dependable maid
who won’t steal their magazines or smoke in their bathroom and give
them my number. Please?”
Carrie’s mother paid her to clean her condo twice and then fired her
for cutting into a pan of brownies she had made for a potluck.
Being unemployed caused less anxiety than Carrie had imagined,
and she believed that this was because the clothes were working. Wearing the dresses gave her the most relief. She fell asleep on her couch one
evening in her favorite one, a knee-length wrap-around in heavy cotton
jersey. Obsidian was the color, according Nordstrom’s website. It was so
comfortable that she started putting it on before bed a few nights a week.
She used box of color from the drugstore to give herself what she thought
would be platinum streaks through her crown that would show up nicely when she scraped her hair into a bun. The result was brassy, but she
liked the difference, and resolved to use a lighter color next time. She was
getting better at making a crisp, tight line with her black liquid eyeliner.
Practicing that had taken an entire afternoon.
Carrie was dragging her recycling to the curb in the comfy Obsidian
dress early the next Monday morning when Betsy pulled into the vacant
parking spot next to her car.
“You’re all dressed up. Funeral?”
“Interview. Why aren’t you at work?”
“I have a dentist appointment at nine.”
“I’m about to fix myself a waffle. Do you want one?” Betsy had a
waffle with peanut butter and rescheduled her dentist appointment from
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Carrie’s bed.
“I’m still mad at you for running out on me at the office, you know.”
Betsy pulled Carrie into the crook of her arm and slapped Carrie’s bare
ass with her other hand.
“Who’s at my desk now?”
“No one, we’re juggling it. Tommy wants you to come back. Because
he is crazy.”
“Is that why you’re here?”
“Oh, definitely. I thought I’d seduce you and then ask you to come
back to work. Get serious, Carrie. I don’t want you to come back.” Betsy
rolled onto her side.
Carrie propped herself up on a stack of pillows and scratched
Betsy’s back. “Tommy misses me. Tommy misses my coffee. I’m not coming back. I want a new life, from scratch. I want to start all the way over.”
Carrie wore regular work clothes, khakis or a dress, on Mondays
for her appointments with Theresa. She couldn’t decide if telling Theresa
about leaving her job would make things better or worse, so she left it
alone. Her mother was covering the hour, and as soon as Carrie sat down
on the couch, she was able to forget about driving and the bills stamped
“SECOND NOTICE” that she had torn in half and thrown away at the
first of the month. Looking at the pictures in Theresa’s office each week
was helping her more than the therapy.
Carrie would say something like, “I’ve been checking the mirror
less, but I’m still so jumpy,” at the beginning of her sessions with Theresa.
Something needy like that. She wanted Theresa to know that she still
needed her.
“Have you practiced the visualization technique we talked about?”
Theresa asked.
“Yes. That’s helping, I think.” Rose Glory dress. Elegance and whimsy
make this floaty chiffon blend sheath’s effortless chic a best bet for work and
play. Fully lined. One-hundred seventy-eight dollars.
Theresa had stopped trying to get Carrie to stop building stories.
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Instead, she had asked Carrie to mentally rehearse each trip she took in
her car, even if it was just a minute down the road for cigarettes. She was
supposed to sit in the driver’s seat with her hands on the steering wheel
and close her eyes. Theresa told Carrie to leave her keys on the dashboard and envision driving with her eyes directly on the road in front of
her, and to imagine arriving at her destination completely safe.
Carrie had practiced the exercise a few times. When she closed her
eyes, she imagined driving straight to Theresa’s office. She opens the door,
and Theresa isn’t there, but Julie is. Carrie sits in Theresa’s chair, since
Julie is sitting on the couch where Carrie usually sits. She says, I’ve never
really liked the name Julie. Carrie taps the end of a pen on one of Theresa’s
legal pads and says, what about Carrie? Do you like the name Carrie?
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