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Editor’s Note
For this issue, I’m just going to let the words and images stand for themselves.
Enjoy!
Happy summer!
Krisma
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THE TOE SUCKER
Was scolded for an inclination
Of feet, no, circulation is taboo,
Arousing images of silken slenderness
Analogous bones and pink flesh:
Out of bounds,
Under socks, open
Toes are celebrated, nails glaring
Their glossy red, veiled
By an ideal, but primitive
Lust tips the scales, of tongue
Between clinched teeth,
Chewing on the thought
Of ripped socks,
Thumbs tracing the arches
Like a sacrament, an imprint
Of the intangible
Mind, under the table,
Laces and straps ripe
For fingers to unzip and reveal,
First the ticklish heel, then toes
Slide out of their muzzle
To bask in the caresses
Of a whistling breeze.
—A.D. Wiegert

TAILOR’S DUMMY
a poem is a frame of words.
on its own it has no value
and cannot speak.
yet, when sprinkled with blood
and draped in flesh
peeled back layer upon layer
from the being its creator
it may make a noise
you will listen to.
—Joseph Farley

STILL LIFE
This I want to be—
a patron of museums
who understands
the texture of paint
on canvas, the curves
of pottery fired,
the permanence
of glazed gourds—
the bowl of fruit—
and when I was decorating,
being domestic, I went
to the farmers market
to pick produce for its shine
rather than any anticipation
of taste. Yet, as I stare
at the arrangement, I am
hungry. I want to reach up,
or is it in and take.
—Jessie Carty

PERSIAN NEW YEAR
by Lisa Lipkind Leibow
Spring was coming the next morning at seven o’clock. Sanaz felt so ready
for it. More than ever, she was anxious for everything to bloom, and for the
newness. Her children were grown and on their own. She was free now.
In her family they celebrated big. It was their New Year, the Persian New
Year. It was the beginning. Sanaz had turned 62 last month. And in 62 years
she never failed to celebrate the New Year.
Sanaz observed this holiday even as a new immigrant to America. That
wasn’t easy, because there were so few around with whom to share the
festivity. When she first moved to the United States, there were no other
Iranians.
Think about Christmas, Rosh Hashanah, or even the Western New
Year—January 1. What if you went somewhere and nobody knew about it?
What if nobody ever even heard about it? Not even any mention of it. It was a
celebration. It meant fun. So, what was she to do? Nobody even talked about it.
Even though she had no one to share it with, as was customary, each year she
cleaned the house. She aired the house by opening windows and doors. She
washed and bought new clothes. For the year to start, one must have been
well-fed, obtained brand-new clothes, been happy, and had everything very
clean. That was the way to have a proper New Year celebration.
Once in America for a while, Sanaz learned that Americans, too, adhered
to the custom of spring cleaning. She observed that Christians had Easter,

which incorporated a rejoicing of springtime, and that Jews had Passover,
which was a holiday of springtime too. She thought the customs likely came
from the same origins; every religion had these traditions. People long ago all
had this way of life. And then when religions developed, they adapted the
traditions as their own.
But the coming of spring had been a tradition of Iranian people for 3000
or 4000 years. Even after Islam came, the leaders of that religion tried to
change the traditions and make them totally Islamic. However, Islamic leaders
could never stop the people from continuing these ancient rituals.
Even in the absence of any community to share, Sanaz rejoiced each
spring equinox for her children. She wanted to make sure they remembered
who they were.
She prepared special food for the New Year. She set a ceremonial table
called the cloth of seven dishes, all beginning with the Persian letter cihn,
which makes the same sound as the letter s. On the table, she set these
symbolic dishes: Sabzeh, or sprouts, usually wheat or lentil, which represented
rebirth; Samanu, a pudding in which common wheat sprouts were transformed
and given new life as a sweet, creamy pudding; Seeb means apple and
represented health and beauty; Senjed, the sweet, dry fruit of the Lotus tree,
represented love; Seer, which is garlic in Persian, represented medicine; Somaq,
or sumac berries, represented the color of sunrise, with the appearance of the
sun Good conquers Evil; and Serkeh, or vinegar, represented age and patience.
***

Sanaz’s favorite part of the preparations was to put seeds in water to
make them sprout. Once sprouted, she took them out and put them on the
plate with the other food. She usually liked to sprout lentils instead of some
other bean, because lentils grew curly. The curly sprouts looked festive when
she topped wheat pudding with them. The whole celebration was a combination
or mixture of celebration of spring and the New Year.
To her it made sense to celebrate the New Year with the coming of spring.
It was the time when nature was regenerating after winter’s hibernation and
dormancy. To her it was supposed to be New Year.
Sanaz did all these things with her children, to make them know their
history: She kept them out of school for that first day of spring, planted seeds
with them, took them shopping and bought new clothes for them, and showed
them the seven “s” things. Every year the holiday was at a different time.
Sometimes it was at five o’clock in the morning. Sometimes it was at five in the
afternoon. Sanaz would wake the children at the start of the New Year, even at
two in the morning—“Happy New Year, darlings! Come on, it’s the New Year!”—
then, she was the only one to get the word of the New Year in the air. There
was nothing in the air from anyone else in the community.
Her husband often got angry and said, “Sanaz, why are you doing all of
this? We live here now. You should either celebrate Christmas or our New Year,
not both!” He would make such a big deal.
Sometimes she told him, “If you make a big deal, I will celebrate Chinese
New Year, Indian New Year, African New Year, our New Year, Western New
Year!”

They had so many arguments about it.
But this year was the first year in her whole life that Sanaz did nothing.
She did not put her seed in water. She did not prepare the cloth of seven
dishes. Now, it was too late.
Years ago the only way she knew that the New Year was done was to look
at the time. These days, in America, there were Iranian television stations and
big communities of Iranian Americans who were celebrating this, so it was
really in the air: the beauty shop in Sanaz’s neighborhood was very busy. All
the women came and got manicures, pedicures, facials, and waxing all over.
They bought new clothes. They got ready for the New Year. So you see, she
didn’t know why she was not ready.
Every morning she’d say, “I need to put the seed in water.” Then she
didn’t do it.
Sanaz didn’t know why she failed to do it. It was a symbol of renewal to
make her strong. Maybe there was no New Year for her this time. Maybe she
should’ve bought a new dress to get out her feeling. People said, “Just buy the
seeds already sprouted.” Sanaz couldn’t do that. That was not the reason for
it—not just to have the small plants. One must actually put the seed in the
water.
Her children were grown and on their own. She was proud of her years of
single-handedly holding on to these traditions. She came to a new world and
passed the torch to a new generation. She was free—free of stories, of bondage,
of struggling to make it happen. She grasped that, all along, the newness had
been in her every breath, in her realization of every moment. No country, no

religion, and no tradition made her who she was or found her what she sought.
She didn’t need to put the seeds in water to symbolize strong roots. Sanaz
found the seed of her essence so strongly rooted in her heart that there was no
need for the ritual. She didn’t need to put any seed in water; her whole life was
a celebration of newness and magic.

OPIUM ESCAPE
I watched you walk away
out of my dark, bewildered life.
I cursed you, then.
I drove home alone remembering
how many nights spent with no one else to interfere
with some strange communion passing between us
as we devoured each other like sacred wafers
having nothing but hollow reed jutting up
to suck when we gasped for lack of air.
Never again
is a long, long time.
I knew that you would never call.
I stripped, alone,
looking in the mirror
at my severed body,
raw and ulcered in the places
where your body merged.
I remembered
how many arguments when writhing in some hostile land
we looked upon each other and found a stranger’s face
staring in tedium, indifference, loathing,
until trying to build too much too fast and failing,
cried that you were not what you seemed to be
and never, never, NEVER would be.
Sleep beckoned like a hungry cannibal.
Dreamless, I crawled into escape from you,
pulled the zipper closed behind me,
snuggled to my pillow,
took one last puff on my opium pipe,
found you and…
—Gary Beck

UPLOAD, SAVE, DELETE
This picture is beautiful.
The three of us squeezed tight
on the futon to fit into the frame,
Meghan on my lap,
my brown skin perfect between
their matching peachy-pinks.
All of us are flushed
from JELL-O shots,
buzzed and smiling wide,
dressed up and made up
in a way we hardly see each other:
coworkers turned friends,
only our second night out together.
This picture is beautiful.
There will never be another like it,
not since three hours after
the digital click preserved
our moment of drunkenness,
Meghan handed me
a tiny orange bottle to hold for her
because she said
she has a cocaine problem.
This picture is beautiful:
beautiful and confusing.
When I look at it
I do not see a cocaine user,
a drug addict, I see Meghan.
Lisa, me, and Meghan,
three twenty-something college women
who talk about our sex lives at the office
and compliment each others’ breasts.
No matter how long I stare,
I cannot look at it and think
Meghan has a cocaine problem
because nothing about the picture says
Meghan has a cocaine problem,
nothing about Meghan says
Meghan has a cocaine problem,
but knowing now what was hidden then,
this picture is
turning
ugly.
—Sami Schalk

Dark Vortex
—Matt Bourne

3AM
by Nicole Forbes
These cigarettes tasted sweeter the first time I inhaled their nicotine. On
Nicole’s rooftop, four years ago, exhaling into the night sky, mesmerized by the
way my very own cloud of smoke disappeared into the warm air. And now, the
nicotine burns down to the alveoli. The cloud of released smoke doesn’t dance
as I remember. I try to imagine all the words we said to each other, in order
and correct. But they slip in and out of memory, surely inaccurate. They are
like this smoke drifting into my face, which held more beauty in my mind’s
image than in its actual presence.
I sat close to her; the alcohol was successful in numbing the portion of
myself that would become nervous at the height, the portion that would
become nervous of her touch. As her forearm lay dangling across her bent
knee, my eyes glanced to the invitation with a skeptical confidence. Looking the
other way as I’ve always looked away from a needle just before it slides into the
flesh, I slipped my fingers between hers. Her eyes lifted to mine, my head
turned to meet her gaze, and that’s when she smiled. And that’s when the
breath I had been holding inside my chest escaped with an elongated sigh.
My head rested on her shoulder, my fingertips gently slid up and down
her forearm. Later, my arms wrapped around her body, my heart beat faster in
my chest.
“I thought this would feel weird,” she said, “would feel wrong.”
“And does it?” I asked.

“No, not even a little bit.”
“Okay. Good.”
And later.
“So, what does all this mean?” She whispered, her eyelids closed, almost
asleep.
After a deep breath I uttered, “I am yours. You are mine.”
“Okay. Good.” I peeked at her face to see her smile.
That spring, along the packed sand of Daytona Beach, in the moments
when we never touched; I suppose I fell in love. And she caught me, in the way
I always stared a little too long at her delicate features. As the Florida oaks
pushed leaves from branches, leaving them dead on the lush grass; we began a
nocturnal courtship. It started in a dark empty dugout to a closed softball field
and culminated on that rooftop.
And in between, the midnight moments wander in and out of each other.
She stared at her Denny’s menu, flipping the pages back and forth,
seeming to concentrate on nothing. Mine lay folded in front of me, as I sat
picking at my fingers.
“What are you getting,” she asked.
“Moons Over My Hammy, of course. Every time.”
“Ah,” she uttered, then looked back down at her menu.
“What are you getting?” I asked.
“I don’t know. There are too many choices. You’re good at this; you pick
for me.”
“Okay,” and seemingly on cue, the waitress walked over.

“What can I get ya’ll?” she asked.
“I’ll have the Moons Over My Hammy. And she’ll have the Grand Slam,
over easy with grits and bacon and wheat toast.”
“Well, that doesn’t come with toast,” the waitress noted. “Do you want it
as an extra?” she asked Nicole.
Nicole looked hesitant. “Yes, I said, she wants it on the side.” I said to the
waitress. “It’s good for soaking up the runny yolk,” I said to Nicole. She smiled
and a took a breath, seeming to relax.
She began to build a house of cards out of sugar packets. I watched her
meticulous movements, her hands working together to place each packet in its
place. Delicately, one row rested on top of another until one-two-three-four
rows stood between her and me. She looked up from her concentrated work to
find me staring at her, our eyes met and I held the gaze, until my brain
startled, cried Oh shit, stop looking. But it was too late, we all knew she saw:
my heart, my brain, myself. We knew we had been caught.
We ate. Then made our way to Daytona Beach. The beach is eerie at
night. When you walk far enough away from the hotel pool lights and the
homeless chatter, the line between water and sand blurs in the darkness. The
waves crash, unseen in the black distance. And I wonder if I’m missing
dolphins jumping, a shark circling in the shallows, a whale far offshore.
Bravely, together, we ventured toward the water’s edge, where the
seawater teases the sand with only a thin sliver of itself. Standing next to each
other, our feet slowly sunk into the wet sand with each passing wave. Ankles
trapped, I attempted to wiggle my toes wedged in the solid sand, watching the

waves wash in then out again, the pull back to sea always stronger than the
initial crash onto the sand.
Nicole lost her balance; her arms flailed next to me; she was sure to
splash in the water, fully clothed and unprepared. My brain raced quickly; my
heart had no time to comment. We had not touched. We had made concerted
efforts not to touch. On a porch swing just the other night, I held my legs tight
to my chest so as not to brush up against any part of her. And walking down
this beach just here, I stayed an arm’s length away lest an accidental swing of
my arm bump against her hand.
Now, I was to grab her, catch her. Instantly I settled, compromised in the
moment, I stuck my arm out in the air, close enough to her where she could
grab my hand, if necessary. Her grip was firm on my forearm as she pulled
herself back upright. Balanced now, I did not try to pull my arm away. My
mind still turned over the disappointment of my hand not meeting hers. She
did not let go, even though there was no further support needed. A look was
exchanged, but bravery had been used to encounter the dark waters; there was
no further supply. She let go of my arm; I pulled my feet from the sand and
walked back to our stolen newspaper.
Early-morning light crept over the horizon as her mustang pulled into
the parking lot of my dorm. There, I searched for some reason to stay in that
red leather seat but found none. Reluctantly, I made my way to an empty bed,
and she made her way to hers.

SONGS ABOUT
by Rebekah Matthews
Amy liked living in Boston, except for a few months in the winter when it
got dark at four o’clock in the afternoon. Then evenings felt like a cold,
exhausted midnight. One winter Amy’s girlfriend broke up with her and Amy
slept so much she stopped getting her period. Around this time she also
developed an aversion to using public restrooms; she tried to drink small
amounts of water while at work because she didn’t want to have to pee with
anyone else around. In the evening she got home from work and watched her
recorded reality TV shows, and then she went to bed around eight o’clock. In
her dreams she was always trying to find an empty bathroom but never could.
She knew none of these were real problems.
When her friend from college in Texas called, Amy said she thought she
might be lonely. “Too many TV shows, not enough friends,” Amy said, the
phone against her ear. She was still in her bed. She had a funny taste in her
mouth from waking up from her nap, something sweet and rotten. Her friend
suggested she meet her sister, Christine, who also lived in Boston. Christine
was attending seminary to become a priest in the Episcopalian church, her
friend explained. Amy was a little put off by this—maybe Christine would seem
holy; maybe holiness would be irritating.
“Sometimes, if you get her really excited, she’ll drop the F-bomb,” her
friend promised.
***

Christine and Amy met at a restaurant downtown that served margaritas
and fajitas. Christine was several years older than Amy and much shorter and
skinnier and wore dangly earrings with blue feathers. Amy wore jeans and a Tshirt and a ponytail and felt like a boy as they sat down together. Christine
ordered a blackberry margarita, and Amy copied and also ordered one. After
the drinks arrived, she sipped hers cautiously and watched Christine for some
sort of sign for how fast she should drink.
Christine said, “My sister told me you are a big reality TV fan.”
“Jesus, of all things, that’s what she told you?” Amy said, laughing,
embarrassed. She looked at her blackberry margarita on the table, threefourths full. Christine’s was three-fourths full too. “I’m sorry,” she added. “I
shouldn’t have said Jesus.”
“I don’t mind,” Christine said. “And she told me because she knows I am
a reality TV junkie as well. It’s like candy for the brain. Delicious candy.”
Amy felt better. She soon discovered they liked a lot of the same things—
hamburgers, horror movies, and 80s power ballads. Also she just felt good
talking to Christine; she asked Amy about her apartment, about her job, about
her recently break-up with her girlfriend, what her parents were like. Amy was
so happy to answer that she didn’t even think about drinking any more of her
margarita. She just talked and talked.
Later, back at home, Amy was brushing her teeth, spitting out toothpaste
in the sink, and she stared at the white globs of her saliva and realized
Christine had asked all the questions; Amy had asked hardly any. Christine’s
questions had been so sharply focused—almost alarmingly so, Amy thought, in

hindsight. It occurred to Amy that Christine, studying to become a priest,
probably had taken classes or something on how to be a good listener. Maybe
she was just practicing on Amy. Amy felt vaguely tricked. She ran the water in
the sink and rinsed off her toothbrush.
***
At another dinner, Amy learned that Christine had a family; though Amy
never got many details about them, she knew that Christine had a husband
and two girls under the age of five. Amy was curious about them—she
wondered if Christine read to her girls, and what stories; if her husband cooked
when Christine was away at school, and what were his best and worst meals.
But Amy couldn’t ask, not the way Christine asked. They both had roles;
maybe venturing outside of them would be disrespectful to Christine. Also, of
course, Amy still liked all the questions, even if they were just tricks.
One evening, after dinner, they went to karaoke at a bar in Jamaica
Plain, close to where Amy lived. They loved it so much they started going every
Thursday night. Christine called it her “girls’ night,” saying that seminary was
full of men. On those nights, they sat together in the darker corner of the bar,
on stools, underneath the silent TV screen. They leaned close to each other to
speak. Amy ripped up her beer-stained cardboard coaster. They heard the
other people singing, though they didn’t watch them. They clapped after the
end of each performance. Christine never sang and said to Amy, “Karaoke is no
place for an Anglican chant.”
“What about a hymn?” Amy asked.
Christine just laughed.

But Amy sang every night at karaoke, sometimes twice. When she sang—
staring at the machine’s blue screen even though she knew the lyrics, holding
onto the microphone with both of her hands—Christine got up from her stool
and stood near the stage. Amy felt weird because Christine never looked away
from her, not even when Amy missed a note or when her nerves showed and
her voice shook.
Amy chose songs about break-ups, songs about revenge, sometimes
songs about sex. Never songs about Christine.
***
One Thursday night, Amy and Christine were celebrating because Amy
had gotten a promotion at her job after three rounds of grueling interviews.
They toasted, their drinks touching—no longer identical; Amy drank cheap beer
and Christine drank gin and tonic—and Christine said, “I am so fucking proud
of you. I was praying for you every day.”
Amy glowed as she leafed through the huge three-ring binder that listed
every song available on the karaoke machine. The book was on her lap, and its
pages were curled at the edges from so much use. She pointed to one of the
bands’ names on a page and said to Christine, “I once read that the woman in
this band used to be addicted to heroine. But she quit and she knits instead.
When she’s on talk shows now, she always knits through the whole interview.”
“I wonder why,” Christine said.
“To fill all that empty space, where heroine used to be.”
“So knitting is just like another drug for her.”

“A healthier drug,” Amy said. “I guess that empty space inside must feel
really bad to her.” She flipped through the book and stopped on the page listing
songs by Journey. She stopped on that page often. It could be the perfect
choice. But as she was considering, a young man approached them, around
Amy’s age, mid-20s. He had a faux hawk and gauged ears. He introduced
himself as Evan and said, “I see you both almost every karaoke night. You
seem to have really intense conversations. I wonder what you’re talking about.”
Amy wanted to tell him that it was none of his business, but Christine
said, “We talk about the meaning of life. We’ve finally figured it out.”
Evan had a high-pitched laugh that went on for too long, like a machine
gun.
Christine proceeded to ask Evan questions all about himself, exactly like
she did when she first met Amy. “Do you live close to here? How do you get
along with your roommate? Why don’t you like his cat?” Evan, like Amy, was so
pleased by the questions that he shared himself without hesitation. Amy stared
down her empty beer glass; through it, the rest of the bar looked even darker
and curved and blurry. Evan was saying he dropped out of college to become a
musician and his parents were disappointed in him. He told Christine that
sometimes when he got upset, he cut his wrists with razor blades. He even had
scars, which he covered up with black bracelets.
Christine said, “Your parents rejecting you like that must have been
devastating,” and promised to look up information about support groups for
self-harmers.

Amy felt like she was going to throw up. She still had the songbook open
on her lap, and Evan noticed, and said, “Hey, Journey—I love them. I’ve always
wanted to sing a song by them, but I’m afraid it would be so dramatic and
cheesy. You’re pretty brave.”
“I’m not going to do a Journey song,” Amy said quickly.
That night she didn’t sing anything, though Evan did. The song, which
he dedicated to Christine, was something Amy identified as indie—tasteful and
subtle and mellow, sad and sweet. It was somehow much more than Amy
would have done, but also much less. Better and worse. Amy just wanted to
leave.
***
After that, Amy stopped going to karaoke with Christine, though
Christine kept inviting her. They still got dinner from time to time, and did
their version of catching up—Christine’s one-liners about her life; Amy’s
rambling paragraphs about trivial shit like cooking her way through Rachael
Ray’s cookbook. Christine mentioned she was speaking at the Episcopalian
church in Brookline; on that Sunday, Amy woke up early, and the sun was out,
and she rode two trains and got there 15 minutes before the service started.
She sat in the back, and she half expected to see Evan there, too, but his
pointy faux hawk was nowhere to be found.
The church filled with old people, a few younger married couples, and
hardly any children. The service was more formal than Amy had expected, and
she was constantly standing then sitting, sitting then standing. When Christine
got up to speak, Amy noticed she was wearing those ridiculous earrings with

the blue feathers again. She stood very still behind the podium, and her voice
in the microphone was softer and less confident. She spoke about forgiveness
and how it was difficult.
At the end of the service, people in the congregation waited in a single-file
line to greet Christine by the front door of the church. Amy watched what they
did so she would do it too—they shook her hand, they exchanged a few lines of
small talk, then they were out the door. When she was finally face-to-face with
Christine, she shook her hand, but for once she couldn’t think of much to say.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Oh, Amy,” Christine said. “I can’t believe you came. It means so much to
me. Did you find the church okay? Are you doing anything after this? Do you
want to grab breakfast?”
“Yeah,” Amy said and withdrew her hand. She was wearing a skirt, and it
was uncomfortable, her legs so bare like that. She was about to suggest a
restaurant. But there was that long line of people waiting behind her, so many
people wanting to talk to Christine, too, and besides, it wasn’t just the skirt,
something was wrong, something was running down her leg—
“I have to go,” Amy said. She rushed downstairs to the basement of the
church and found the restroom. Inside a stall, she pulled her skirt down and
sat on the toilet. She had started her period. She cleaned up; she fished out a
tampon from her purse, even though it had been months since she’d needed
one. She flushed the toilet and went to wash her hands. But there was
someone standing in front of the sink—it was Christine. “I was worried about
you, so I followed you,” Christine said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m not sick. Were you waiting here the whole time?”
“Yes,” Christine said. “Do you still want to get breakfast?”
The mirror above the sink was dirty, with scratches and greasy
fingerprints. Amy looked at the reflection—the back of Christine, the front of
Amy. But they were there together, at least, and Amy didn’t know how that had
happened. It seemed like an accident; she had almost slept through all of
winter.

West Branch Rainbow Sky
—Rebecca Lucente

THE ELEVATOR
There’s something intimate about
the journey, on crowded mornings,
the closeness that follows the closing
of the doors, the way he makes room
for her in his corner and presses his
briefcase into her leg, how she can feel
his breath on the back of her neck,
how her coat against his arm seems
acceptable and ordinary. He pushes
her number, she murmurs thank you,
and they move between floors in silence.
The ride is two minutes, maybe,
and he’s baffled how she walks away,
steps outside this sealed sanctuary,
like the moment is routine, like the
temperature of the car doesn’t rise,
like the belts and cables beneath them
don’t tremble and shake. And, always,
she leaves him standing alone to travel
a few more floors, up and down,
breathing in and out, counting
the hours until he meets her again.
—Emily Hayes

ALL YOU TOUCH
by Corie Adjmi
I sat with my seat reclined as far back as possible. I could barely see out
the windshield. My left foot was up on the seat next to me. The windows were
down, the air, sweet. The smell stirred up the soul, the passion of New Orleans.
The music blasted and Cindy and I sang that song by Supertramp, “The Logical
Song.” Carefree, we cruised over the expressway past Lakewood South.
“That must be it,” Cindy said.
“Where?” I asked, seeing nothing but a gas station.
“Over there, upstairs.” She pointed to some windows on a two-story
building that appeared abandoned.
“Are you crazy? Who are these guys?”
“I told you. I met them last night.”
“You met them at a bar, Cindy. This is crazy.”
I pulled around to the side of the building and parked. I looked around
somewhat frightened by this dilapidated structure but more intrigued by who
lived inside. I liked to meet new people, especially boys, so I took out my purse
and stared into the rearview mirror. I outlined my lips with brown lip liner,
then applied a coat of shimmering gold gloss.
“Let me use that,” Cindy said.
I handed her the gloss, dug in my purse for my brush, and fixed my hair.
“Are you ready?” she asked.

“Do I look ready?” I threw my head forward; my hair danced around my
face, and I puckered up.
“Come on,” she said and she opened the car door.
Everything was foreign to me. A stray dog wandered the yard; weeds grew
out of control up the path. There was no grass, only dirt and rocks. We walked
to a narrow staircase, and Cindy led the way up. I looked around as if on
watch. The stairs were rickety and I paid attention to each step. Cindy knocked
on the frame of the screen door. From a back room Pink Floyd played.
A boy with shoulder-length blond hair, must’ve been about 18, came to
the door. He wore blue jeans real low and baggy. A white tank top covered his
long, skinny body but left his arms exposed. They were muscular and tan.
Smooth too. I wasn’t used to that. My dad and all my uncles were covered like
bears with fur, hair on their back, inside their ears, and on their knuckles.
“Pam, this is Wayne.”
“Hi,” I said.
“Hello.” And I noticed how he dragged this out. And in a hospitable
southern kind of way he said, “Welcome to our humble abode.” He stepped
aside inviting us in. Straight ahead hung a Dark Side of the Moon poster.
Cindy strutted across the room, swinging her arms and swaying her hips
as though she’d been there before. I walked behind her and stumbled on a
bump in the carpet. I straightened myself quickly and nobody seemed to notice.
The couch was low to the ground and lopsided. Cindy and I sat on it.
Wayne sat on a folding chair across from us. The coffee table was cluttered: an

ashtray from Pat O’Brien’s, dirty shot glasses, empty beer bottles, and a pack
of Marlboros.
“Hey, John,” Wayne screamed over the music. “Where are you? The girls
are here.”
“I’ll be right there.”
“Y’all been living here long?” Cindy asked in a long, slow drawl.
“No. We just moved in two months ago. Left my house because my
stepdad is an asshole.” He leaned forward, lifted the pack of cigarettes, and
took one out. “He tried to run my life like he runs my mother’s. Don’t need that
shit.” He sat back in his chair and I watched as he allowed the cigarette to
hang from the corner of his mouth, from the tip of his lips. I thought I’d never
seen lips so nice before. He was cute, I had to admit. He lit up with a lighter he
pulled from his back pocket. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and the
smoke curled around his face. “So I left,” he said.
I looked down and tried to appear as if I understood this, as if leaving
home were a normal thing to do. I was sitting there feeling kind of strange, you
know, a little scared I guess. Wayne seemed nice and all but really he was a
stranger. I wondered what his friend would be like. I mean Cindy met them
first, so it was pretty much for sure that her guy would be cuter than mine.
But just so long as mine was cute, it didn’t matter. That’s just the way it was
with me and Cindy; she always got the cuter guy.
The first thing John said when he finally came into the room was that he
was sorry to keep two beautiful girls like us waiting. He meant it too. He wasn’t
trying to be all suave and stupid like those guys on TV. He was really sorry. He

said he couldn’t find a clean shirt. I wondered about that, you know, living on
your own, responsible for your own laundry, never having clean clothes. At my
house the clothes were always put back in my drawers. JoAnne, our
housekeeper, really knew what she was doing. The whites—real white, neatly
folded or hung up. I could leave my clothes sprawled out across my bedroom
floor, which I did, and it wouldn’t matter. I realized then, you never know how
lucky you are until something like this reaches up from nowhere and grabs
you, wraps its arms around you, and makes you think. Something as stupid as
having your clothes picked up off the floor, cleaned, and put back in the
drawer. Something as ordinary as having a mother and father, I mean your
own mother and father actually living in the same house together.
He stood right in front of me, put out his hand like a real gentleman, and
said, “My name is John. Nice to meet you.”
I looked up at him and reached my hand toward his. “Nice to meet you.
I’m Pam.” His hand felt big and strong, and I was glad to shake it. He was cute.
Not as cute as Wayne—I mean he had brown hair, not blond—but it was long
and wavy like Wayne’s, and his body was cool, all big and hairless and
everything. But most importantly, I liked his eyes. He had real nice eyes, dark
and large but mostly kind, the sort of eyes that make you feel safe even when
you probably shouldn’t. You could know certain things, count on certain things
from someone’s eyes. He had an earring in his ear and a tattoo on his arm. A
lightning bolt. I thought it was cool. I’d never met a boy with an earring and a
tattoo before. He asked if we wanted anything to drink. Cindy said she’d have a
beer, so I said I’d have one too. I didn’t really drink—didn’t really like the taste,

but I wanted to try it. It was time. Everyone I knew had been drinking for a
while already, and frankly I was feeling kind of nervous. I mean this was
nothing too familiar for me and I needed something, like they say on TV and
like I’ve heard my parents say a million times, “to take the edge off.”
I watched John, watched him move, as he got the beer out of the
refrigerator. He brought a six-pack back to the table, opened a can, and
handed it to me. Then he opened another one and handed it to Cindy. He gave
one to Wayne before he took his own, and I was sure he was a real nice person.
I took a sip of beer. I felt like getting drunk.
Cindy asked where the bathroom was, and she left me alone with them.
“So where do y’all go to school?” I asked.
“School, what’s that?” Wayne laughed and leaned so far back in his
chair, I thought he might fall.
“I dropped out,” John said.
“Really,” I said, shaking my head as if I agreed. I took another sip of beer
and sat back. I wondered if I was pulling this off.
“I left after eighth grade. Needed money, you know. Needed to get on with
my life.”
I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t much of a conversationalist.
Wayne jumped up out of his seat. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Cindy stood next to him. “Where do you want to go?”
“Let’s go for a ride.”
The four of us got in my car and headed for the lakefront. Through the
rearview mirror I could see Wayne and Cindy kissing. I tried to focus on the

road but every once in a while, my eyes were drawn to them. I changed the
radio station. John was a good talker and I was thankful for that. He told me
about how he met Wayne at the Red Lobster on Veteran’s Avenue. Wayne was a
waiter there, and he always gave John extra shrimp, free. They became friends
and when they moved into the room above the gas station, John got a job
there. He told me that he wanted to leave the gas station, wanted to do
something else with his life, but he wasn’t sure what yet.
By the time we got to the lakefront, it was completely dark outside. I’d
never been there at night before. The grass was wet and so were my toes inside
my Candies. I hated when that happened, but I kept walking as if I didn’t mind
that or the fact that each time I stepped, the heel, like a drill, dug up the earth.
There were lights in the distance from the grand water fountain— colored lights
of purple, blue, and gold. But that was in the distance.
It took time for our eyes to adjust. Wayne pulled out his lighter and held
it in front of him. We followed single file, holding hands.
I liked holding John’s hand. It felt right. I mean it was weird that he was
19 and I was only 15 but I didn’t feel younger—not too much younger, anyway.
He turned to warn me about a ditch in the ground. I felt like he could take care
of me, that he would, and that I would want him to.
We set out a sheet, each holding a corner. White, it arched like a sail
before hitting the ground. They laid out cigarettes, a lighter, and a bottle of
wine. We drank out of the bottle, passing it around. Boone’s Farm Strawberry.
Wayne put his arm around Cindy and before I knew it they were making
out again. They lay down together, stretched out across the sheet. In the

darkness it was hard to see, and I tried not to look but Wayne’s white T-shirt
moved like a glow-in-the-dark toy.
John and I sat side by side, Indian style, not facing them. We held hands
for a while and took turns sipping the wine. Then he stood, the wine bottle in
one hand, my hand in his other. We walked away from Cindy and Wayne,
saying nothing.
It was quiet. We were alone. And it occurred to me again that I didn’t
really know John. He seemed nice and all, had those trusting eyes, but really
he was a stranger. He could hurt me and it would be my own fault. And I could
hear my parents saying, “Didn’t we tell you not to talk to strangers?” My
brother would say, “You’re an idiot.” And the worst part was, I knew they’d be
right. I mean, what was I doing there? No one but Cindy knew where I was and
she was way too absorbed to notice me or my absence. For all I knew, John
could be a madman, an ax murderer, or a serial killer. But for some reason,
with no apparent legitimacy, I trusted him, trusted myself to know he was
kind. He put his arm around me, and I could see out of the corner of my eye
that he turned his head toward mine. I knew that if I turned my head toward
his, he would kiss me. Completely aware of something pulling inside me, a
force I had not felt before, I turned my face toward his. He pressed his lips on
mine, and I felt their warmth.
Gently, he guided me down so that we lay on the wet grass. He breathed
in deeply and kissed me again, lips parted, his tongue on mine. For a moment I
got lost in the swirling, lost in the movement, but it wasn’t long before I came
to and wondered if he thought I was a good kisser. I wasn’t even sure he was a

good kisser, but it felt nice so I relaxed again and assumed we were doing it
right.
John moved his hand and I was afraid he would try to do something else.
I mean I was okay up until that point but I wasn’t ready for more. He seemed to
know that because he didn’t even try.
He turned onto his back. “Aren’t the stars amazing? Art in the sky.” He
raised his arm, pointing his finger to the sky as if it were a brush, and he were
the artist. “See the three stars together, the ones in a row?”
I wasn’t sure I knew what he was looking at, but I said yes anyway.
“Those three stars are the belt of Orion. He’s the sun god. The destroyer
of darkness.”
“How do you know that?”
“My mother’s a fortune-teller. She knows things about the stars, the sun,
and the moon.” He waved his arms as if he could hold the sky, encompass it
all. “When I was small she told me stories of gods and goddesses. The stories
took me away from the fighting. My stepdad was always fighting with someone
about something.”
“Where’s your mom now?”
“She lives in Shreveport. My stepdad’s the kind of guy that sits around
drinking beer in a white T-shirt all day. No job, no interests. A real piece of
work, the asshole sits around all day watching television and spends the
money Mama earns.”
He moved closer to me and whispered in my ear. “Artemis was the
goddess of wild animals and she fell for Orion.” He raised himself up on one

elbow to look at me. It felt like something inside me was acknowledged and
opened. There was silence, and neither one of us moved for a long time.
I envisioned myself touching him, tracing the lightning bolt, a zigzag up
his arm.
“The problem was,” John continued, “that Artemis had a brother named
Apollo, and he didn’t like that his sister had fallen in love.”
I listened as John told me how Apollo wanted to destroy Orion and how
he did.
“When Orion died, Artemis was real sad. She put his dead body in her
chariot and brought him to the sky. She found the darkest place so that his
stars would shine the brightest.”
“That is so sad,” I said.
“Love never goes right anyway.”
“How can you say that?”
“That’s how I see it.”
“Well, maybe this will be different.”
“You’re sweet.” He kissed me smack on the lips. “You’re special too. A
goddess, right here on earth,” and he wrapped me in his large arms. We lay
there quietly for some time before he looked back up at the sky. “You believe
the sun god lives up there?”
I wasn’t sure what to say. I mean I believed in God, but not necessarily a
sun god. I thought there was one God who could do it all. But I decided then
that I loved people like John. People who believed in magic, people who told
stories. So I said, “Sure, why not?”

I recognized in him a tortured soul, lost but journeying toward light. I
mean he wasn’t miserable or anything, but he wanted the world to be a certain
way, and it wasn’t. So when I say tortured, I really mean disappointed.
Disappointed in the ugly ways of the world.
He pulled me close to him and lowered his face toward mine. I felt his
breath on my cheeks, and I inhaled deeply preparing myself for what would
follow. I felt fear and desire, the mix, a pleasure so deep and delicious it was
difficult to catch my own breath. His lips touched mine and brought me to a
new place, a place far away and my very own. I felt free and yet connected.
Captivated by what I believed was his goodness, his spirit, I wanted to be a part
of his world.
After a few minutes we stopped kissing and he straightened himself. My
face hurt, slightly raw from kissing for so long but I reached for him, wanting
more. I put my hands through his hair and pulled his face toward mine, closed
my eyes, and found his mouth. As if flying, soaring straight up to the stars like
on a magic carpet, I traveled to another place. And I kept my eyes closed tight
and dreamed this journey would last forever, understanding that I was learning
something essential that night.

THE LETTER W
—for Mindy

We are given an alphabet at birth.
Our names are spelled for us; our
small syllables are encouraged
as we test our tongues
against the taste of words. Yet,
there is always a day or year
when we need a new vocabulary
because genetics are not enough
to define who we are. We may
have been called Eleanor or Eli,
but we choose to grow our hair
long and decide to be known
as The-One-Who-Braids, or perhaps
we obtain a tattoo, a shaping of
characters on the skin that we only
know through translation because we
are too old to have been taught phonetics
in school but too young to have studied
when classics were required.
In between we think of being
surreal and dabble in defining
every day in 140 characters or less,
until one moment or month
requires we speak into only the white space.
—Jessie Carty

BATHING WITH BILL MURRAY
The showerhead’s adjusted in a squeak,
The hot to cold ratio’s hand tested
Before the lever’s pulled, silence split
By a building pressure
Gushing from a hundred nostalgic pores:
A handful of shampoo and a belly-laugh,
His doppelgängers soaking up the past
As the lighthouse guides better times
Through the mythical sirens of a well-waxed
Ecto-1, Doctor Venkman wades
In the paranormal, wrapped in a bathrobe
Lying on a leather couch, pink flowers, broken
On the coffee table, struck by a golf ball
Crashing through the window of the groundskeeper’s
Shack, drinking whiskey and smoking grass, a cannonball
In Budweiser trunks, the washed-up
Zissou takes a dive down the stairs, he wants
The reality this time, documented
As a million lips will soon rehearse,
Swabbing their ears with cotton tips.
—A.D. Wiegert

THE RIGOR TREE
by Sonya McCoy-Wilson
We didn’t think she would kill him. But there he was, dead as hell. Lord
knows, we all thought sure she would be the one lying there one day, and we
would be the ones to set things right. You know most of us lived by the Old
Testament rather than the New. “Eye for an eye,” we always said. But it looked
like she did what we all thought we might have to do eventually anyway. Back
in the old days, if a dog went wild and started frothing at the mouth, we would
just shoot it. Save everybody some trouble. Today, though, folks always trying
to rescue everything and everybody. Give medicine to folks that’s just plain
crazy. But back then, we just got a 12 gauge and did what had to be done. I
guess she messed around with doctors and things, trying to fix what couldn’t
be fixed, till she finally did what she had to do. Yes, cause he was a dead dog
now.
“When did she call?” Matilda asked.
“’Bout two-thirty this morning,” I said.
“He’s a dead nigga, alright!” Lula said, kicking the body.
“Hush, Lula.”
“What? He ain’t waking up no time soon.”
“But you’re talking loud enough to wake the dead,” Leenie said in a near
whisper.
“Humph. You just scary as hell, Leenie.” Lula said, bending down closer
to the body now.

“Sometimes it pays to be scary.” Leenie tucked her hands inside the
pockets of the old housedress she was wearing.
“Audrey, what she say when she called?”
“I don’t know. Not much. But what she did say was real calm. She said
we needed to come over here and do something with Douglas. I thought she
meant what she usually means. Come talk to him and make him dry out
someplace else for the night. Or maybe bring Joe around to kick his ass like we
did that time.”
“Somebody kicked his ass alright,” Lula chuckled.
We all stood there in a circle, gathered around the body, silent for a
while. The blood had pooled around his head like you see in the movies. There
was blood coming from a few other places, as far as we could tell. We had all
rung of few chicken necks in our time. We had even shot a few rabid dogs and
lame horses, but it had been a long time since any of us had seen a dead body,
not this close anyway.
“Looks like the rigor done set in,” Lula said.
“Yeah, looks like,” I replied.
“Leenie, go over there and shut them curtains. Sun be coming up in a
few hours.”
Leenie obeyed like she always did. If not for her sister, Lula, she would
be a sad sack, pitiful little thing. After her husband died, seem like she just lost
her voice. She could still talk alright, but she wasn’t saying much.
We had warned Jewel not to let that man move her all the way out here
in these woods. We told her he just wanted her as far away from us as possible

so he could do her any kind of way he wanted and not have nobody knock him
upside the head when he did. But now the location was coming in handy for
the job we had to do.
***
Matilda stood close to me but within earshot of Lula. “Sistah,” she said,
“you think Jewel did this?” I looked at her with affirming eyes.
“Shit, Matilda. We all know Jewel the one finally sent that motherfucker
to see his maker. And I for one ain’t mad about it. I’m just pissed off cause we
the ones got to clean up his sorry dead ass.” Lula kicked the body in the side
again.
“Shut up all that cursing, Lula, and have some respect for the dead!”
“Audrey, this here ain’t nothing but a dog finally had his day,” Lula said,
pointing down at the body. “Our girl just couldn’t take it no more.”
We all shook our heads, knowing Lula was right. We had tried to tell
Jewel he was no good from the beginning. He came from a long line of drunks,
whoremongers, and crooks outside the county. But telling a woman she should
leave a no-good man is like putting a ring on her finger. The more we criticized
him, the more she defended him. The more we begged her to come home with
us when he took to burning all her clothes in the front yard, the more she
wanted to stay and make it work. It was as if the more he broke her down, the
more she wanted to get broken down. Yes, it was madness, and madness could
only end this way. We were all relieved that it wasn’t Jewel lying there in his
place.

“Matilda, let’s you and me grab him round the ankles, and Lula and
Leenie each grab an arm.” Matilda tucked her long, white braid underneath the
band holding her hair together. Her deep brown skin shone in the moonlight,
intensifying the white of her hair.
We all heaved and carried the body like a huge sack of potatoes.
“Goddamn, this bastard sure didn’t miss a meal.”
“Lula, that’s the Lord’s name you taking in vain.”
“The Lord would understand if He had to carry this big dead son-of-abitch.”
“Where we going with him?” asked Leenie.
“Out back.”
“We gotta rest. I’m dropping him,” Leenie wiped sweat from her brow as
she let an arm hit the floor with a thump. She smoothed some gray curls back
into her wet scalp, then wiped the sweat from her hands onto the housedress.
When she did so, she gasped ever so softly at the blood she wiped her hands
in. She quickly looked up at the rest of us, but we were already looking at her.
“Never mind that,” I said. “It’s not far now.”
Once outside, we got one of the old steel drums Doug used to keep while
he was working on all the cars he was always working on yet never finishing.
“What we gonna do with that?” Leenie asked, still huffing and puffing
from the load we had been carrying.
Matilda looked at me, and I looked back at Matilda. Then, we both looked
at Leenie and Lula. They knew what was next. We don’t remember when we
started doing it, speaking to each other without words. We just been together

so long, it was bound to start happening like that. So the four of us hoisted the
body into the barrel. It took three tries before we got all of him inside. We had a
hell of time though. As Lulu had said, rigor mortis had set in. We figured he
had been dead a couple of hours before Jewel called me, ’cause we were out of
the house before we could hang the phone up good.
We stood there, covered in Doug’s blood, sweating and panting for a good
while after we stuffed him into that barrel.
“Now what?” Lula asked.
Matilda started throwing metal and iron scraps she saw lying around
into the drum. There had already been a few scraps inside the drum before we
put him in. The metal would make the fire burn hotter and faster, so I
sprinkled some gasoline over the body, and Lula threw in the match.
Whilst the body burned, we went back in the house and started cleaning
up the place. Leenie filled a bucket with bleach and water and started mopping
the blood from the wood floors. Matilda and me cleaned up all the wreckage
from the fight. When we got back to the bedroom, we stood there, looking at
Jewel’s empty closet and empty drawers pulled out of the chifforobe. Our girl
had fled like the wind.
As we started walking back to the front rooms, we smelled bacon. We
stood in the doorway to the kitchen, staring at Lula while she flipped bacon
and scrambled eggs.
“You better eat and stop staring at me,” she said. “A body gotta eat doing
this kind of work.” She smiled.

We all ate, standing over the stove. Once finished, we went back out. The
body had all but disintegrated. We all stood around the drum in a circle with
our heads down.
“Lord, we therefore commit this body unto you,” I began. “Earth to earth,
ashes to ashes, dust to dust, in sure and certain hope that his soul will burn in
hell. Father, forgive us, for we know exactly what we do.”
And the group said, “Amen.”
We got a flashlight and found some butyl gloves in the shed. It was
almost sunrise now. Since I was the only one who knew my way around a car
engine, I disconnected the battery from one of the cars in the yard and poured
the battery acid over the remains in the drum. The acid fried what few bone
fragments were left. When the acid had finished its work, we scooped the ashes
out of the drum with a shovel and buried them underneath a sapling on the
property. Dragging our old and wearied bodies into the house, we said nothing
to one another, collapsed on couches and beds as we passed them, and slept
until well past midday.
***
Years later, after Lula passed on and the rest of were quite feeble, that
sapling had grown into a mighty strong walnut tree. We never ate from it.
Scared of the fruit it might bear. But we bagged up those walnuts when they
fell and sold them for $5 a bag. Made some good money off old Doug’s hide.
Folks say that tree yielded the best walnuts they ever had. Humph. Matilda
and Leenie and me never tested that theory. We could hear Lula cursing and
laughing ’bout it from the great beyond.

A few months after our rough choice, Jewel called. She was alive and I
could hear the happy in her voice. She said, some days she didn’t know where
her next meal was coming from, but she was free. And for that, she was
thankful. She never asked what we done, and we never talked about it. She
would call from different parts of the country for the next couple of years, and
then one spring day, she just showed up on the front step, looking shiny and
new. We, all of us, sat on the front porch, sipping lemonade and rocking till
sunset. When Jewel asked about all them bags of nuts, we looked at each
other, then looked back at Jewel, and smiled.

BABY-MAKING PARTY
A surprise.
Thought up by
her mother-in-law.
Presents received:
lingerie, sugar pills,
position books,
videotapes “for him,”
and a box of condoms
(needle included).
She hugs family and friends
waits till they leave
trashes it all
having tried these methods
too many times before.
—Kristina England

Alone
—Teseleanu George

THE UNEXAMINED LIFE
by Jewel Beth Davis
August 1977
Abandonment. Feel alone. So hot and cold. I can’t go to my mother. She
wouldn’t be understand. She couldn’t cope. I couldn’t bear the pain of hurting
her. She’d make it about her. Do it. Get it over with. Do it.
***
“Years go by and still…words don’t come easily. Maybe if I told you the
right words. At the right time. You’d be mine,” Tracy Chapman sings from my
headphones many years later as I write.
***
June 1977
Six weeks earlier, I walk out of the theater in Lenox after a rehearsal.
He’s standing there. So tall. Imposing. Like a tree trunk. Thick, dark brown
curly hair. Almost handsome. Who is he? I smile at him. He speaks. Smart too.
Andrew. He’s working Tech backstage. I’m playing The Ref in a production of
Sam Sheppard’s Tooth of Crime. I love Sheppard. His brand of craziness
reminds me of Edward Albee or John Guare. Andrew loves Sheppard too.
Wow, he has such unusual features. His features are strong. What would
a child of his look like? What’s his ethnic background? Lithuanian and Ukraine.
Strong, peasant stock. That’s funny. I’m Russian, Lithuanian and Latvian. I
don’t look anything like him. He’s not Jewish. Ahh.
Double major in political science and sociology. Thinking about grad
school.

“Let’s go out,” he says.
“Okay.” I’m attracted to him and yet not. Why?
“Come to my cabin. I’ll make you dinner.”
In the Berkshires, everyone lives in a cabin or tiny house.
“Sure. When?”
“Tomorrow after rehearsal.”
***
I was 26 years old. I was single. Alone. My family was physically and
emotionally distant. I’d been at Gould Farm in Monterey, Massachusetts, for a
year, recuperating after a break down. I was living in Lenox platonically with
my former boyfriend, Clark. He’d been a staff member at the Farm. He was
caring and kind. I tried but I just couldn’t love him that way. He forgave me
everything. He still brought me coffee every morning to my bed. He was my best
friend.
I went to Andrew’s cabin. It was the regulation Berkshires broken-down
cabin, white clapboard, needing paint, out in the back of beyond, in Lee. I
didn’t care. I was young. I wasn’t depressed at this point. I was acting and
respected for my work again. Waitressing for cash. I had no plan. I’d set no
goals. I was living the unexamined life. It was all I could do at that point.
***
I walk in the back door with Andrew. He throws his wallet and keys on
the kitchen table. It is filthy and chaotic, a bachelor pad. I don’t care. I’m
young. I pay no heed. Then he encircles my slender body with his long arms,

encasing me with his entire being. He smells good: earth, sweat, and male. I
feel safe, so protected.
It was certainly a throwback to being held by my father when I was
small. My father who’d died when I was 17. Every relationship, every decision
I’d ever made about men, all was reduced to this crystallized moment, this
feeling.
He leads me to his bedroom, his big hand engulfing mine.
We fall onto the bed like a truck going over a cliff. He tears off his T-shirt,
khaki shorts, and under shorts. In between he peels off my striped sailor
jersey. Suddenly, I stop moving and breathing. His erect penis is enormous.
Gigantic. Frightening. I’ve never seen anything like it, and though I’ve not been
promiscuous, I’ve seen a few penises in my day. Most have been about the
same size, give or take a millimeter. His is daunting. It’s not just long; it’s
unusually thick. I quake at the thought of this battering ram forcing its way
into my soft, tender inner recesses. My vagina goes dry at the sight of it. I know
I will have a urinary tract infection tomorrow. I beg him to go slow. Take his
time. Be gentle. To his credit, he does the best he can. He is unskilled but
enthusiastic. I don’t have my diaphragm. He doesn’t have a condom. It’s too
late to turn back. I don’t want to. I live the unexamined life. By the time we
finish, after hours and hours of intercourse, I’m rubbed raw. It takes three
days before I can even consider allowing his monster near me again. Still I’m
happy.
We go out. We talk. We eat. Take walks in the woods. Talk theater with
friends. We don’t talk about the future. It’s new. And yet, we’re not connected.

It’s not just that the relationship is new. We don’t break each other’s barriers.
There is no sense of closeness except in bed. And even then, it’s more of an
athletic event.
Six weeks pass like this. All is well. Suddenly, I’m nauseous all the time.
My breasts are painful and swollen. I don’t feel like myself. I don’t tell Andrew. I
talk to Clark about it.
“When is your next period due?” he asks.
“A week ago. I don’t know; I’m irregular. But it’s probably nothing. I’ve
been through scares like this before,” I say, but I know that this is different.
Andrew’s unusually long penis has shot his sperm deep within my womb where
one of them was able to meet and embed in my egg. It had a head start.
Clark says, “Let’s make you a doctor’s appointment.”
“It’s too soon, Clark. They won’t be able to tell anything.”
We wait a week. A long week. I put it out of my mind most times. I live in
denial. I throw up in the mornings. I can’t drink Clark’s delicious French-press
coffee. He has to bring me herb tea. I nibble on the organic bread he makes.
The doctor’s office calls after the appointment to tell me what I already
know. I’m pregnant. About five weeks. I’m numb. Cold. What does one do? I
can’t take it in.
Clark tells me, “You need to go speak with Andrew about it.”
“I know that, Clark. Don’t you think I know that?”
“What do you think he’ll say?”
“I really don’t know. I feel like I don’t know him that well. He’s a nice
man. I expect we’ll talk a lot.”

Andrew and I make a date for Friday night. We drive to his cabin in his
little boxy Datsun. I’m quieter than usual. I feel a pressure building up. I try to
breathe evenly. I don’t want to blurt.
As we bump along the country roads, I ponder the state of his car’s
springs and shock absorbers. “So, what’s been going on for you lately?” he
says. A conversational gambit.
“Nothing much. You?” Nothing but a nascent life. I can’t feel it yet, but
they tell me it’s there and my hormones are in upheaval. Oh God! Help me.
We pull up next to his place. We both step out of the car. I move toward
him on the dirt road covered with stones of all sizes and shapes. They make it
difficult to walk. My approach is unsteady on the rocky path.
And then it’s out. It falls out of my mouth like a cat spitting up a small
mouse whole.
“I have to talk to you.” My voice is insistent. Andrew stops. He turns and
looks at me.
“I’m pregnant.” I tell him I just found out. That I went to the doctor the
other day. I’m hoping to forestall all the questions he may have.
“I see.” He pauses. Then, without a flicker, he says, “So you’ll have an
abortion. When do you want to schedule it?” Not, “What do you want to do?”
Not, “What should we do?” No discussion. Just, “So you’ll get an abortion.”
“I’ll pay for half,” he continues.
“That’s it?” I say. “That’s all you have to say?”
“Well, what did you expect me to say?” he replies. He does not speak in a
mean tone. “I’m not ready to settle down. I want to go back to school for a

graduate degree. I want to do something good with my life.” There’s not one
mean bone in his body. Just many insensitive ones.
He continues, “We don’t know each other well enough to marry. We don’t
know how we feel about each other.” I sigh and nod. We don’t speak of taking
responsibility for our actions.
“In this day of Roe v. Wade,” he says, “we don’t have to do that. We have
a choice.”
“But,” I say, “this is your choice. You made it. I didn’t get to make a
choice.”
“Well, I don’t want to have a child now, and I doubt you’d be able to
handle it without me.”
I think about my psychological state and all the antidepressants I’m on.
My health is too precarious to stop taking them. He knows about this. “Take
me home,” I say.
The ride is over soon, and Andrew pulls up in front of my house. “Let me
know when you’ve scheduled the procedure and I’ll take you. I’ll be with you.
And I’ll bring half the money.”
Back at home, I close the car door and walk into the little yellow house in
Lenox.
Andrew calls during the week to ask about the date of the abortion.
Again he offers to take me. “No, I don’t want you to take me. I don’t want
anything from you except half the money.”
“You’re sure?” he asks.
“Very,” I say. I hang up.

The night before the appointment, Clark says, “Are you positive that this is
what you want to do, Jewel?”
“No, I’m not positive, Clark. I just can’t think of anything else. I have an
undergraduate degree in theater. I waitress for a living, and I’ve been hospitalized
twice for depression and spent a year at Gould Farm. I have no family to support
me. I have no one and nothing, except for you and a few other friends. Andy feels
he owes me nothing.”
Clark pulls at his straight, lank hair with both hands. “I understand that to
a degree. We haven’t known each other for very long. What else can I do?
“Well,” Clark tells me, “whatever you decide, I’ll be there for you.”
“I know that, Clark. I appreciate you so much. But you can’t take care of
another man’s baby.”
“I just don’t want you to do something you’ll later regret.”
“I know, Clarkie. You’re the best friend. Look, I already regret it. I’m
going to regret it either way, no matter what I do.” He puts an arm around me,
and we sit in sadness.
It’s not like abortions used to be. There’s no sneaking around. No back
alleys. I drive with Clark to a spectacular clinic, clean and bright. It’s beautifully
decorated, filled with colorful pamphlets about the right decision. There is no
right decision in this circumstance. Only what seems right to me at this one
moment in time. In this case, there is no good outcome. I worry about what my
medications may have already done to the growing fetus. I wonder at the harm
I’d do to a child if I become clinically depressed again and have to be
hospitalized. A child is not like a dog that your brother can dog-sit for several

months as my brothers did with Jeefer. I’m concerned about the consequences of
an abortion to my body, despite the modern facility and excellent doctors. I don’t
want to make this decision. I can’t think into the future and imagine who this
child will be.
Instead I walk into the clinic with Clark holding my arm. I pay the
money. I go through the process of meeting with a counselor. I tell her I have
thought about this very deeply and I can see no other choice. No other way out.
A way out of the consequences of my actions. I don’t…can’t think about this. I
am cold and move numbly through it, doing what I must do to get through. No,
I’ve not spoken to anyone in my family. I pray they never learn of this.
I’m taken into the operating room. The doctor gives me a local to stop
cramping. He explains the procedure to me. It is a brand-new method. The
fetus is about the size of a pea, even smaller. He uses glass rods of increasing
sizes to open my cervix. Then he goes in with an instrument and vacuums out
the fetus. Vacuums. He actually says that.
“Are you ready?” he asks.
No, I’m not ready but what can I say? Do it, I think. Get it over with. Just
do it.
He works and then says to me, “It’s all over.”
“It’s all over,” I say, the words having no meaning.
“Yes,” he replies.
And I sob then on the operating table as my heart cracks open.
Clark looks very concerned when he enters the post-operative room. I lay
on the bed, crying. “Are you all right?” he asks. “Are you in pain?”

“No,” I respond. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”
“You’re fine?”
“I’m fine.” I continue crying.
“She’s fine?” asks Clark to the nurse who’s just entered to check on me.
“Oh, yes. This happens to many of the young women who have abortions.
It’s their hormones,” she says and leaves.
“I don’t think so,” Clark says.
I shake my head no, agreeing with him.
A month and a half after the abortion, Andy calls to ask me to see him.
He says he wants to talk. Now he wants to talk. He’s already called a number
of times previously to see how I am. I don’t take his calls. Clark tells him I’m
doing well.
He picks me up in his dirty white Datsun that’s never seen a car wash,
and we go for a long walk in the woods. He tells me he cares about me but
didn’t know what else to do. We sit on a fallen log in the forest. It feels very
inert and pieces of bark are curling and peeling off it. It’s been dead for some
time.
“I’m leaving the Berkshires,” he says. “I’ve been accepted to graduate
school in Texas. I’m sorry this is how things are ending.”
I wish him luck. I’ve distanced myself from my feelings for him.
“I’ll write to you,” he says. I can tell he cares about me. I don’t feel
anything much.
One year later, I receive a long handwritten letter from him. Pages upon
pages describing his life in school in Texas. I lean against the window of my

second-floor bedroom, looking out of the little yellow house on Housatonic
Street, and I read.
Dear Jewel,
I want you to know I think about you all the time. I care for you a lot. I’m
sorry I gave you no choice about the abortion. I hope you’ll forgive me. When I
graduate, I’d like us to try again. Please write back and…
My eyes distill tears that have no salt. I never answer the letter.
How could I know then I’d never get pregnant again? That she was the
only child I would ever have but didn’t. What would his child have looked like?
I imagine she’d be tall, built like him but with my delicate features, my eyes. I
mourn for her over and over. Or him.
The song plays on my iPod Shuffle. “Sorry…is all that you can say. Years
gone by and still…words don’t come easily. Like sorry. Like sorry. Forgive
me…is all that you can say. Years gone by and still,” Tracy Chapman sings.
Years gone by and still…so many years gone by…and still…this is how I
feel.

