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Editor’s Note
This issue’s cover is taken by yours truly. Just didn’t get enough art
submissions for this issue. Normally, I think it’s tacky for editors to publish
their own work in the journal they edit—but since I’m normally a writer and
not a photographer, I figured it wasn’t too tacky.
Stay cool and enjoy the rest of the summer!
Krisma
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JULY 4th
the holiday is on the street:
a hot strip of chicken
split on the sidewalk,
sideways spit, and
the crush of emptied
cups where there
was soda once.
more than a hundred
degrees today in DC,
the river churning
black like ash,
the fire hydrants’
projectile vomit,
the cigarettes making
air smell salty.
one day we might die
in a flood of grease,
every burger joint bursting
a deluge of hot fat,
this country drowning,
a boiling mess of
unnatural oil.
—Irène Mathieu

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

8

AGAIN ORCHIDS
are mute fireworks
in slow motion
played across months
just within reach
of the window blinds
which brush
against them
making the leaves,
roots, stalks,
and blossoms vibrate
like light in its vast strings,
traveling fast as C
in the treble clef
from the deep organs of space,
to where dawn unspools
across the clouds
and spins the fairy candy
of this sill’s memory.
—A. Anupama
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THE FIRST DAY OF SUMMER
We go to a sidewalk café
on the first day of summer.
It is my birthday. “Twenty-eight
deserves to be celebrated,” he says,
as his left hand holds my left hand
beneath the table and rests
in the crease of my dress.
We both order the bouillabaisse
and a bottle of Côte du Rhône,
which we sip while we wait
for our entrée. We are content,
but our hunger crowds
the overcrowded streets
and climbs up the skyscrapers.
We want to soar to the top
and claim that city. We have so much
to accomplish, too much to notice
how the time slips away
from our grasp. We never make it
to the top of those towers;
still, every year on the first day of summer,
I buy a bottle of Côte du Rhône.
—Amy Seifried

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

10

COLLEGIATE VILLANELLE
A girl about whom I wonder still
sauntered into my mind from a past—
over twenty years—against my will.
Why did I think of her? It wasn’t until
an alumni magazine the week after last.
(That girl about whom I wonder still.)
Not ready to address the day’s tasks and bills,
I caught her name within a list grown vast
over twenty years. Against my will
I saw a flowerpot on a windowsill,
a daisy blooming, reflected in the glass,
and the girl about whom I wonder still
atop lavender sheets taking in her fill
of light warming her bare skin after class.
Over twenty years—against my will—
I swear, I have tried and tried to kill
those memories, so bittersweet, or cast
away that girl about whom I wonder still—
over twenty years—against my will.
—Nathaniel Lee Hansen
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TONY AND TONY
by
Henry G. Miller
Dear Angela,
What is important to me is that you understand. I don’t care about the
others.
After Mother died, you were the one I counted on. The aunts and uncles
were all gone. The cousins had their own lives. But you were always the big
sister.
Remember when you had your eleventh birthday party and he was ten?
Some girls that age wouldn’t have wanted Little Tony there. But you insisted.
When we asked him if he knew whose birthday it was, he said it, he actually
said it, “Ang…”—the first time he even came close to saying your name. A
happy day.
You were always there. He couldn’t go to regular schools. He never had
friends. You were his friend. We were his only friends. In a crazy way that made
him special. You, me, and Mom—just the three of us. Even after you got
married, Mom and I knew we could still count on you if anything happened to
us. But let’s be realistic, now you have children of your own. It wouldn’t be fair.
After Mom died, I got a lot of praise I didn’t deserve. “Tony, you take such
good care of your son, you’ll go right to heaven.” That sort of thing. What
people didn’t realize is with him here, I was never lonely. We were always
together. And being retired, I just didn’t wither away. He kept me busy 24/7.
And I loved it.
I’m not saying there weren’t some bad times. Like when I took him to the
church social, and he decided the chocolate layer cake that Mrs. Esposito took
all day to bake was the best place to put his hands to get them clean. I thought
I’d kill him but, of course, I never would.
And sometimes he could be funny, very funny. You know I took him to
church every Sunday, and he was really well-behaved—except that he’d keep
asking for all those candies they were giving out at Communion time. But the
funniest was the day Father Grady was talking about the importance of
remembering there’s joy in religion, and it’s good to smile and even dance. Well,
in the middle of the sermon, Little Tony, he was sitting on the aisle, gets up
and starts to dance and sing some words that made no sense. Most of the

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

12

people knew him and just smiled. But some new to the parish looked on in
amazement at a 37-year-old man dancing during the priest’s sermon. I never
told you about that. I thought maybe you’d be embarrassed. But I was wrong;
you wouldn’t have. You always understood.
He gave meaning to my old age. Here I was in my eighties and I was
needed. I liked that he looked like me. I’m not saying it wasn’t heartbreaking.
All he never had or never would—friends, marriage, children. He couldn’t even
read the morning papers, let alone a book.
But still I was proud of him. All the neighbors knew us. We went together
to the stores every day. Everybody said hello. We were Big Tony and Little
Tony. And I’d always dress him like me. We both wore tan slacks, blue dress
shirt, no tie, and khaki jackets. Joey D. from the candy store would always
come out every day and say the same thing, “Here comes Tony and Tony, these
brothers need a candy cane.” Every day. How Little Tony looked forward to
that.
Angela, as you read this letter, you’re probably a little upset, and you
want to know why I did what I did. That’s the main reason I’m writing this
letter.
For the last few years, there’s no doubt, I’ve been slowing down. The two
flights of stairs to the apartment haven’t been getting easier. Little Tony’d
always run ahead of me, even when he carried the packages. Oh, he took such
great delight in beating me to the door. In the streets he’d always run ahead of
me, but he’d wait at the street corner. And even though he always waited for
me, I still was getting more and more out of breath trying to keep up with him.
In fact lately I’ve been out of breath every time I have to lift something.
You have to expect that when you’re in your eighties. But I still thought it
smart to talk about this, and the fact that I’m not sleeping well, with Dr.
Bongiorno. He told me what I already knew—an irregular heart—but not to
worry—watch what I eat—more pills, plus sleeping pills. Nothing too alarming.
But it got me thinking. I can’t go on forever. What’d happen to him? He’d
be lost. You know, I still cut his food. I know, I know. You’d take him. But
that’s not fair to your family. And I couldn’t bear for him to be in one of those
homes. He’d be lost. I mean, I put him to bed every night—get him up in the
morning. We spend every minute together. And I never minded. He was born
that way, and I brought him into the world. So it was my job. And anyway I
never was such a big shot and had such an important job in the outside world.
Certainly nothing more important than taking care of my son who needs me.
The solution was obvious. I had to speak to Little Tony first and I did. I
told him that we were going away to a wonderful place—where everybody is
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happy. “Yes, Mommy will be there. You remember Mommy, don’t you? How she
loved you! And it’s a place where you can dance whenever you want. Oh,
there’ll be a lot of candy. Yes, yes, you’ll have friends. A lot of them. And
Mommy and Daddy will be there forever and ever with you. And someday Ang
will come and visit. It’ll be wonderful. Sure, if you want, you can go to school
with the other kids. Yes, I promise you you’ll have friends.”
He was very happy about our big trip. He gave me lots of hugs. It was
easy. The sleeping pills made it easy. I told him they were special candies. The
doctor told me to be careful not to take too many. I think even as he gave me
the prescription, I knew what I’d do. Maybe even Dr. Bongiorno was wondering
if I would do something like that. I waited till Little Tony went into that deep
sleep from which I knew he could never return. Then I sat down to write this
letter.
Now I’m going to take the rest of the pills. Please forgive me. I want you
to know Little Tony and I had a very happy ending.
And who knows what lies beyond? No one ever returned to tell us what’s
on the other side. Maybe as you read this, Mommy and Little Tony and I will be
dancing around, and he’ll be eating all the candy he wants, and he’ll finally get
to school like the other kids and have lots of friends.
Anyway, it pleases me to think so.
I love you. I couldn’t have had a better daughter, and Tony couldn’t have
had a better sister.
All my love,
Big Tony (that’s Dad to you)
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SOMETHING TO LOOK FORWARD TO
by
Elaine Barnard
“I always wore it,” I called out over the TV. For some reason I felt I just
had to tell Tony, to tell myself what I’d kept secret for so long. It came in a
black rush, like a geyser releasing.
“Wore what?” Tony’s voice came from our so-called living room. I’d been
surviving in the back bedroom so I hardly remembered what the living room
looked like. Tony was watching one of those cooking shows. Gave him new
ideas, new recipes, new ways to fix old favorites like meat loaf and spaghetti
with tomato sauce. He hated the rich creamy dressings those upscale
restaurants served. A tangy red sauce was never on the menu, one like his
momma used to make. Since she was long gone, he had to fix it himself or go
without. And he wasn’t about to do that.
His voice sounded different when he watched those shows, almost like he
was chewing something, maybe his cheek or his tongue. Yes, his tongue, it
couldn’t be much else since he found out he had to watch his diet, had to—
“Wore what did you say?”
“Silk underwear, silk pajamas, silk everything until she came along.” I
felt myself tremble as if something deep inside me was uncoiling, something I
hadn’t wanted to admit even to myself.
“Why don’t you call your sister and tell her how you felt? How it made
you do what you did?”
“I’ve been thinking about it.” I didn’t tell him the confession obsessed me.
“Then why don’t you?”
“I will, I will. Just give me a little time. Don’t rush me, Tony.” As if he
could rush something ready to burst for years.
He came into the bedroom then, still chewing. “There isn’t much time,
you know that, Aggie.”
“I know, I know,” I said, not wanting to believe it.
“Then do it before it’s too late.”
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“Give me my coat. It’s time to go.” If we left now, then I wouldn’t have
time to call.
“You have a few minutes, maybe even half an hour. If we go too early, we
just have to wait.”
“I know. You hate waiting.”
“Well, it’s boring. I could be home watching my shows or cooking
something nice for us.” He bent down and kissed me then, just a peck on the
cheek but it meant so much—all those little pecks, the whole world contained
in just his touch, his light touch was all my body could bear, the skin so frail
that if you looked close, you could see right through it. I often did that, just lay
there and examined my hands to see if the bone hadn’t dissolved.
“I’m giving you the winter coat. It’s supposed to be spring, but that’s the
weatherman talking. We both know spring is still just around the corner.”
“Maybe we can pick up some daffodils while we’re out or lilacs. Yes,
lilacs, they smell so sweet that it hurts to see them wilt.”
“Sure, we’ll get you some lilacs and daffs too, if you like. Whatever
pleases my lady.”
“Don’t be a smart-ass.”
“I’m not. Just saying what with the Queen’s Jubilee and all, you should
be treated with equal respect. You’ve always followed her even if she did live
‘across the pond’ like them newscasters say.”
“Yeah, I always wanted to be a queen, wear silk underwear, and sit on a
throne with my king beside me.”
“Well, I’m beside you. Won’t I do?” He nibbled my neck.
“For now.”
“For now? What about later?”
“For later too,” I smiled taking his hand because I wasn’t so sure later
would come. And if it did, where would I be and where would he be? And for
that matter, where would anything be?
He lay the coat over my legs. It was the blue tweed I loved so well
because it had been my mother’s. It was really too big for me now that I’ve lost
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so much flesh, but I liked to remember how well it used to fit, snug at the hips
with a little belted back tucked in at the waist.
“I’ll help you put it on when you’re really ready.” He inched toward the
door. “I think my favorite chef just came on. I love to watch that guy eat. By the
time he finishes, I don’t need nothing at all. Do you want I should turn on the
Jubilee in here for you?”
“I don’t think so. I’d rather remember how the queen used to look. How
we both used to look. Those hats she wears now are so unbecoming.”
“Make her look like an old fart, don’t they?”
“Certainly don’t help. But she’s eighty-six now. What can you expect?”
“I expect her to be gorgeous just like you.” He kissed my hand where it
shook trying to undo the buttons on the coat.
“Get back out there and let me make my call.” If I could just do it now, it
would relieve this strange pressure in my head, in my heart…
He handed me the phone. It lay on my chest as my sister had sometimes
when we were little, scooched together in that tiny bed, in that walk-up in
Brooklyn, the trolleys clanging the night away. It was at those moments, I
almost loved her: my sister, so small, so innocent. She didn’t know what she’d
done to me by being born. I no longer was the star in my mother’s sky. So I
became a cloud blocking the sun.
“Aggie, come on out here for a minute. You should see this guy eat. He
can hardly talk. Oh—there he goes—another bite—go for it—stuff it down…”
“I can’t come now. I’m getting ready to make the call.” I should have
made the call years ago, told her how sorry I was.
“Hey, I still don’t hear nothin’ from you in there. It’s almost time.”
“I know, I know. Quit bugging me.” I lay back against the pillow, hugging
the phone.
“I’m just—” he came to the door, leaning his big body against it so it
creaked. “Baby, I’m just—”
“I know, you’re trying to help.”
He put his arms around me. “You’re cold, sweetheart. I think maybe I
should stay here and keep you warm until it’s time.”
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“Yes, stay here. I don’t want to make the call. What good will it do? I’ve
already caused so much grief making up all those lies about her. Every day I’d
say one little thing more, drop another hint. I was successful too. That was the
only thing I ever was successful at. That was…”
“Don’t cry, Aggie, please don’t. It’s not good for you. You haven’t the
strength. The doctor told you not to upset yourself, remember?”
But remembering was all I did these days between visits to the hospital
where they plugged in another transfusion, another blood boost as if this could
extend the life of someone already half-dead.
I picked up the phone and punched in her number, hoping she wouldn’t
answer. If she doesn’t answer, I’m off the hook. I’ve made the call; I’ve tried.
My hand started to shake. Tony held me tighter. “Just hang in there,” he
whispered.
I began to cough, long deep hacks that left me breathless. I hung up; I
had to. No way could I talk to her. Tony put the coat around me. “It’s okay,
baby. You can call when we get back or tomorrow. Yeah, make the call
tomorrow.”
But we both knew there might not be any coming back and maybe no
tomorrow either.
The phone rang. Tony picked it up. “It’s for you, your sister.”
I tried to tell him I couldn’t speak but he wouldn’t listen.
“She’s here,” he said, “right here. I’ll get her,” like I was far away or
something. And maybe I was, already partly on the other side. “Crossed over” is
what Momma used to call it.
Tony held the phone against my ear. “Aggie,” my sister said, “I saw your
number on my phone. You tried to call?”
“I tried and tried,” I lied. “Never could find you home.”
“Strange, I’ve been here, haven’t left the front porch.” She laughed. We
both knew she didn’t have a front porch. A front porch was something we’d
both always wanted, a place to just sit and watch the boys go by. We used to
pretend we had one, sit up in bed Saturdays playing paper dolls, propping
them on the paper porch waiting for their paper boyfriends to call.
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“Sis…” I whispered, my voice so hoarse, I hardly heard it.
“Yes?”
“I just want to say…”
“You don’t have to. It’s water under the bridge. It’s—”
“No, it’s more than that. It’s important I tell you.”
“Yes, it’s important you tell me how you are. What do the oncologists
say?”
“They agree to disagree.”
“Sounds typical.”
“How do you know so much?” I said as Tony slipped from the room to
return to his cooking. He was starting a pot of clam chowder, Manhattan kind.
He never could stand the white stuff. Waves of frying bacon, onions, and thyme
drifted through the door. He won’t add the clams until later. It’s the final touch.
It’s something to look forward to.
“Turn on the vent,” I choked. “You’re making me hungry.”
“That’s my plan,” he hollered back. “You need some meat on your bones.”
“That Tony?”
“Yeah, he’s cooking again, never stops.”
“Lucky girl. I wish I had someone to cook for me.”
“Bullshit. You have Danny. He’d shine your shoes if you asked him.”
“I’m afraid not.”
“Whaddya mean, I thought—”
“He left me, Aggie. I’ve wanted to call you, to tell you, but I couldn’t; I
just…”
A jolt of joy shot through me; but then I heard her sob, her voice broken
as if she’d aged a hundred years. “I’m so sorry,” I murmured. And strangely
enough, I meant it.

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

19

“I’m sorry too, to burden you with this when you-you have your own
problems…”
“No,” I said, “I don’t have any problems really, that is, I no longer have
now that we’ve talked.
“Now that…that…”
“Yes?”
“I-I wanted to tell you I…I might not be here.”
“I know. Tony called. He told me what was going on, that you wanted to
call yourself to tell me, to say…”
“To say good-bye maybe…”
“And maybe not,” she said. “You never know. Miracles, remember?”
“Oh yeah, those miracles that never happen.”
“Aggie?”
“Yeah?”
“The miracle is here, now. We’ve finally connected. After all these years,
all the birthdays and Christmases we chose not to remember, we’ve finally
connected.”
Tony slipped into the room then and kissed the lobe of my ear. “Soup’s
on,” he whispered into the phone.
“It smells great,” I smiled.
“I’ll let it simmer while we’re gone.” He helped me into the coat and
buttoned it for me as if I were still a little girl.
“Yeah,” I took his arm, “it’ll be good to have a bowl when we get back.”
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THE OPTIMIST’S DAUGHTER’S HAIR
She keeps her daughter’s
hair in a covered hat box
well hidden in the back of
her clothes closet, coiled as
a snake in a rain forest
digesting its prey, seemingly
inert, incapable of escaping
a tight prison of cardboard,
mothballs and dust storms
but more alive that anyone
would care to imagine, gently
nudging aside the loose fitting
lid, uncoiling strand by strand,
sluggish, restrained after all
these years of estivation, after
all of these years forgotten,
gradually gaining purpose,
motivation, as it moves toward
an uncertain light.
—Alan Catlin

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

21

VIETNAM HERO
I swung in an Army
Green hammock
Listening to you tell
The story of a Vietnamese hero
Who crawled through swamps
Where bullfrogs dodged bullets.
I felt the wind
Of helicopter blades
As you nudged my hammock
Back and forth. I cringed
When I heard of the time
The hero’s camouflaged truck
Fell off a bridge
Blown apart by a misplaced bomb
And the hero fell down a ravine
Cracking his head against a rock.
You wiped the sweat from my forehead
And patted my cheeks to tell me that
He survived.
—Minh Pham
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CHICK MUSIC
Should be a brew of love and wickedness. A little Janis Joplin, Nikka Costa,
Amy Winehouse. Sirens that sound like gospel being strangled. Coming over
the park’s hill at sundown at twenty-one, in denim shorts with thick fringe, a
rainbow-dyed Bob Marley T-shirt. Saddled, like any badass, with a pack of reds
and a fifth of Jack. Flip-flopping down through daffodils like a duck, hips
swaying like a mother duck’s leading her chicks to the music fest, to dive head
first, into good old soggy trouble.
—Crystal Simone Smith
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POPPING A CHERRY WITH A LEMON
by
Nicole Bartley
A buxom young brunette loomed above me with a lemon wedge pursed
between her lips. She set a full shot glass of Lemon Pucker with sugar beside
me. I settled back upon a bar counter’s sticky, dark wood that was covered
with ring stains and grooves from years of sliding glasses. To my left was a
mirror lined with brand after brand of alcohol. I couldn’t see my reflection
between all those bottles. A costumed, cheering throng rippled to my right.
Cameras flashed, but I couldn’t tell if people were taking pictures of me or each
other. Behind me, girls in lingerie, and one of my conservatively clothed peers,
danced on the bar.
I was twenty-three years old and an undergraduate attending a 2009
College Media Convention in Austin, Texas, during the week of Halloween. I
was a copy editor for my university’s newspaper. All of us editors were provided
a free opportunity to travel to Austin for the convention. At 8 p.m. on
Halloween night, the eve of our departure back to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, I
donned my costume: a sleeveless red shirt with a deep-cut, black-hemmed
collar, black work slacks, black heels, and elf ears. It was the only thing I could
scrounge together that vaguely resembled a Vulcan from Star Trek. Over my
heart I positioned my grandfather’s authentic Star Trek (the original series)
communicator badge. It lacked only a charged battery to activate its chirp.
I set out from my yellow-and-maroon-striped room in a Courtyard
Marriott to locate my roommate and assistant focus editor Stef. When I
traversed a couple street blocks, I stopped and stared at a bar’s name. At first,
I thought it was fake—perhaps something made to look like something else just
for the sake of decoration. I peered through the glass that composed a large
portion of the bar’s outer wall and saw girls dancing. They weren’t on the floor;
there was no room for them. Instead, they were on a long counter that spanned
the length of the establishment.
This bar was real. I thought it only existed in a movie that bears the
same name, and only in New York City. And yet here I was, in Austin on
Halloween, staring at Coyote Ugly.
I had to go in. I could not avoid the bar that, before, was mere fiction.
Merchandise hung from the back wall, which was directly beside me. T-shirts,
hoodies, spaghetti-strapped shirts, and other accessories lined that wall from
floor to ceiling. Almost every piece of merchandise displayed the bar’s logos:
either a crest topped with a banner and wings, or the silhouette of a girl
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wearing a cowboy hat with her hip cocked. The bar itself stretched from the
merchandise wall to a few feet from the front door. The rest of the room was
long, narrow, and dark with giant black ventilation tubes along the ceiling and
a few high circular tables and chairs along the window.
People filled the place. However, the night was still early enough that
most of us could wander around without shoving. And for every song, three to
six girls danced atop the bar. When the bartenders hopped up, they reached
into the crowd to invite new girls. Most of them wore lingerie or skimpy devil or
maid costumes.
Halloween provides an atmosphere for people to pretend to be something
they’re not, including different personalities and appearances. Sometimes I
wonder about those girls in lingerie with bunny or cat ears, or those girls who
buy the sexy cop or nurse costumes. There are better characters to mimic, and
more flattering costumes that don’t always indicate sex. Why do girls want to
dress like that in public and then gyrate for all to see?
And yet…I was also in a too-tight top that I wouldn’t normally wear.
I ordered a buttery nipple (Bailey’s Irish Cream and Butterscotch
Schnapps) and watched the dancing girls. They bounced, bent their knees in
time, waved their arms, gyrated, jiggled their butts, and sashayed and catwalked down the bar. They tantalized, wooed, and beckoned. It was like
watching sirens on dry land. They had proper hand-eye coordination and a
sense of rhythm. They had the right bodies to flaunt their tight outfits. I didn’t
have either. I may be slim and petite—though if I got up and wiggled, guys
would probably be happy—but I didn’t have the rhythm or self-confidence that
was required to dance on the bar. I was Violet from Coyote Ugly but without the
waitressing experience and Jersey snark.
I wondered how many shots it would take to get me up there. The
bartenders would have to pull me up because I certainly wouldn’t volunteer.
And what would I do if they did? Would I try to dance, fail, and jump down?
Would I suffer through an entire song? Or would I refuse to go up at all?
This was Coyote Ugly. In the movie the bar provided an environment in
which to relax and push out of one’s shell. A girl gained credibility just by
jumping up to dance. It takes courage or a couple strong drinks. Wouldn’t I
deny personal growth by refusing to dance? If I didn’t dance, would it have
mattered that I was there at all? If I didn’t dance, wouldn’t I categorize Coyote
Ugly as “any other bar”?
While I nursed the shot and pondered, I searched for Stef. Surely if she
came down this way, she wouldn’t resist Coyote Ugly’s lure either. But I didn’t
see her. A few songs later—after an entertaining rendition of “Devil Went Down
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to Georgia,” which is featured in the movie—I drained the dregs of the shot, set
down the glass, and wound my way to the front door and onto Sixth Street.
There I found the main thoroughfare of the Halloween party. It spanned
at least seven city blocks, all of which were barricaded. Nighttime brought out
the red-bricked buildings with neon signs and hid the buildings that look to be
made of beige-painted cinder blocks. The buildings’ sides touched each other,
as if they were crowding as close as possible to watch people on the street
linger, stumble, run, wobble, and loiter everywhere. It was as if this city never
saw such a celebration throughout the rest of the year. Forget New Year’s Eve,
Halloween is the best time of year in Austin.
There were Wizard of Oz and Alice in Wonderland characters, storm
troopers, Darth Vaders, at least three sets of Mario brothers, demons,
superheroes, cowboys, Indians, children with face paint, pirates, gypsies,
witches, jail wenches, zombies, vampires, hobos, and people who hadn’t
dressed up but wanted to celebrate. White police boxes atop scaffoldings and a
few food vendors stood at either end of the main stretch.
I glanced into bars and sidled into a few to take in the noise. Every one of
them was packed. Most played music that vied with the crowd’s cacophony,
and some showcased live bands. I visited bars like El Chupacabra—another
narrow, rectangular place with a bartender who put too much rum in my
Malibu Bay Breeze—and a multitiered rooftop party that did not accept debit
cards. I leaned over the latter’s balcony and searched the street’s crowd for
Stef. It was like watching a continuous parade.
While weaving between and trying to avoid touching anyone, at least four
people asked for my photograph—three pedestrians and one photojournalist. I
couldn’t believe their attention. Why would they want my picture when there
were other people in far better Star Trek costumes walking around? Did they
take pictures of them too? Or was it because I was a girl who wore her long
brown hair pulled back in a claw clip and a one-size-too-small shirt that
stretched over my curves?
Perhaps it was because I was a girl Trekkie: a female, and some say
attractive, nerd. Are we so rare that we must be photographed upon sight? I’ve
heard of girls dressing up in cosplay for conventions, but I didn’t think
Halloween counted. Everyone dressed up. My nerd costume just happened to
be provocative while maintaining some semblance of a Vulcan’s conservative
preference. What was so great about me that I had to be photographed?
In the excitement I never thought to ask, and no one provided an
explanation. I agreed, arched one thin-plucked eyebrow, barely smiled before
the flash, grinned afterward, and thanked the photographers. They were
momentary flashes in an otherwise uneventful night. Yes, a massive block
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party raged around me. Yes, it was Halloween and my inhibitions should have
been shoved aside by the alcohol. But I was alone. And I was bored.
I mingled for two hours and barely spoke more than five sentences. In
that time I never located Stef. Boredom eventually grew into fatigue, and I
returned to the hotel. Only then, at one of its corners, did I find her. She
immediately apologized and asked if we could still get a drink.
“OK,” I said, figuring that one more wouldn’t change the night. “Where do
you want to go?”
“I don’t know. Wherever you want.”
“All right… Let’s head back to Coyote Ugly.”
“There’s a Coyote Ugly?” she asked, excited. It seems that she hadn’t
known the bar actually existed either.
Upon returning to it, that bar was so packed that we shouldered our way
to the counter. Stef bought a beer and I sampled Absolut vanilla. We bought Tshirts, hers black and mine a mottled see-through blue with the bar’s logo
printed across the front. We tucked our money back into our wallets and saw a
hand reach to us. A bartender with dark brown hair and light brown skin
leaned down to us from atop the bar. The girl, who couldn’t have been a few
years older than I was, wore a leather bodice and tight-fitting boot-cut jeans,
an outfit I would wear if out on the town with the girls.
“Come on up!” she smiled.
I shook my head. “No, that’s OK.”
“Oh, you’ll be fine. No one cares.”
“No, really.” I held up my hand and stepped backward.
She squatted. “We won’t force you to do something you don’t want to,
sweetie,” she said. Somehow, she managed to drop her voice to a soft coaxing
that was still audible over the music and excited crowd. “But you should at
least give it a try.”
Stef nodded and used a barstool to hoist herself up. And I thought, why
not? How will my friends react when I tell this story and end it with my refusal?
When will I ever have this chance again?
I placed both hands on the bar and jumped like I was rising from a pool.
We strutted and grinded to Duffy’s “Mercy.” The bartender guided us across the
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bar and back. She ground against my hip and dipped closer to the bar’s
surface, pulling me with her. No one cheered specifically for us. Stef and I
weren’t wearing lacy garments; we didn’t know how to dance, and thus we
weren’t worth noticing. All the better. Briefly, I worried that members in the
crowd were judging me. But, overall, I didn’t give a damn and by the time the
song ended, Stef and I were laughing.
One of the beefy, balding, 200-pound bouncers helped us to the floor.
“Did you have fun?” he asked. He smiled like a kind, protective uncle. He
was there to keep people like Stef and me safe and ensure that we had a good
time.
“Oh yes,” I answered, exhilarated and proud. I turned to a worker behind
the cash register. He was the first male employee I had seen who wasn’t a
bouncer.
“Can we return our shirts for a different one?” I asked. Then, to Stef, “Do
you want to?”
She nodded.
“Which one?” the guy asked.
“That one.” I pointed to the black T-shirt that read “Shut Up and Dance”
on the front and “I Danced on the Bar at Coyote Ugly Saloon Austin” on the
back. “It costs the same,” I said.
“Sure,” he shrugged. We handed him our initial purchases, and he gave
us rolled black T-shirts.
“Thank you,” I said. “This was my first time here. I wanted something
else to remember it.”
This was my mistake.
“This is your first time here?” asked another bartender, a girl with fair
skin and blond hair pulled back into a ponytail.
“Yes…”
“We got a virgin!” she yelled. The men in the crowd whooped. “Time to
pop her cherry!”
“Excuse me?” I was almost incredulous. How exactly did they intend to
do that in public? What did they have in mind? What did I have to do?
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As if knowing what I was about to ask, the girl said, “Everyone has to do
a body shot on the bar if it’s their first time.”
It felt like someone spun a vice and clamped me in place. I didn’t seem to
have a choice. I could have just walked out but…why the hell not? I’d already
danced on the bar. Why not take in the full experience? Push personal
boundaries, gain new experiences, and walk away, saying, “Yes, I did that.”
Someone hoisted me back atop the wood and I crouched. Dozens of guys
surged forward to watch the spectacle of a Star Trek nerd drinking a body shot.
I faced the T-shirt wall and sat down, not knowing from whom I’d receive the
shot: one of the female bartenders or a large, male bouncer. Would they
balance the genders and give me a guy? I didn’t know how I’d feel about that.
The girl who’d heralded the event made a Lemon Drop. I tried not to
grimace. The last time I tried one of those, it burned down my throat and I
couldn’t manage a second sip. But I was determined to be a good sport and
steadied myself for another try.
“Do you want to do it?” she asked the bartender who’d danced with me.
“Yeah, I’ll do it,” the brunette said and hopped up from where she was
cleaning tumblers. She took the shot from the other girl, set it on the bar,
kneeled over me, and looked me directly in the eyes. “You don’t have to do this
if you don’t want to.”
I thought about my situation. I, a girl who was dressed as a Vulcan and
who wanted a career in the entertainment industry, was about to drink a body
shot from another girl atop a bar. What if someone took pictures? Would the
photographer post them online? Would anyone recognize me? Would it even
matter by the time I became well-known?
“No,” I said. “I’m okay.”
I experienced a series of revelations in the span of a few seconds. I am
straight but I was relieved that this bartender had offered to perform the
initiation. If she had been a boy, he may have expected extra touching or more
explicit gyrations. Conversely, a girl—who had already told me that I could go
at my own pace—would be sensual and calm. I didn’t have to worry about one
of the bouncer’s hulking weights over me or a strange man’s perverted, dirty
touch from the crowd. This girl was clean; she had already labeled herself as
“friend.”
She pulled her hair back and took mine out of its claw for the effect of
cascades over my shoulders. I imagined her swinging her arms and shouting
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for more reaction from the crowd as if we were part of some Girls Gone Wild
video. But she didn’t and I realized that she was only doing her job; she would
be methodical and professional. She was genuinely concerned about my
comfort. She would listen. With her, no meant no, stop meant stop, and a smile
was permission to continue.
She placed a lemon wedge between her teeth and lowered me against the
bar. She was pillowy, slow, and gentle. The cheering, leering men faded into
white noise as I concentrated on her. She traced the lemon and, thus, her lips
down my chest. She stretched one of my legs out toward the crowd, gliding the
lemon along my inseam to my shoe. I silently thanked my best friend for yoga
lessons.
The bartender then reversed direction. She hovered over my face, our
chests barely touching, and traced the cool, moist, bumpy wedge slowly along
my lips to tantalize the crowd. She nudged the wedge between my teeth and
then arched her back and jiggled her breasts over my face. The act elicited
another excited cheer from the men and made me laugh. The girl guided me to
a sitting position and grabbed the shot. I removed the lemon just in time for
her to nestle the shot in her cleavage and tip me forward to drink. I grabbed for
the glass but couldn’t swallow with one gulp, though almost managed.
The alcohol did not burn. It wasn’t until later, when Stef and I were
laughing and recounting events outside, that I realized all my previous drinks
had prepared me for that one shot.
The bartender reached for me again, and I wrapped my arms around her
waist, laying my head against her collarbone. We hugged as if the ritual had
made us sisters, as if she was a Big Sister in a sorority that I never thought I
would join. As if any future activities in that bar would be overseen by her, and
she would prevent advances from the surrounding lecherous men. As if she
was congratulating me for ripping off a piece of my shell.
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JUST WHAT KIND OF LOSER AM I?
by
Kevin Brown
Several years ago I was visiting Wayne, my best friend from high school. I
was sitting in the living room with him and his wife, talking, as one might
expect, of our days in high school. At one point he looked at me and said
simply, “Kevin, we were such geeks in school.” I argued with him about this
assertion, but he just kept saying it. Finally, I admitted he was right; we were
geeks in high school. Or so I thought at the time. Now I’m not so sure, but my
confusion does not come from what he was trying to argue; rather, at the time,
I thought we may have been nerds, not geeks. Perhaps he was a nerd, and I
was a geek. Perhaps we were both.
Around the same time I was dating a young woman, and for some
reason, we were talking about me, our relationship, and guys she used to date.
She said that she had a tendency to date guys who were geeks and that I fit
that description. Again, I took issue with her comment and argued that I was
not a geek. She, like Wayne, continued to press the point until I finally
admitted that I was, indeed, a geek. She was right, as I am in fact now a geek,
though she probably would have accepted “nerd” as a substitute, as well. She
was not pressing the point about my being a geek because of any behaviors,
but rather because of how I looked. Thus, even though she was right, she
didn’t know enough to know why she was right.
Here’s the problem: We use words like “geek” and “nerd” interchangeably,
sometimes throwing in “dork,” “twit,” or “twerp,” as well, though not so much
when we are adults. However, I will proudly claim my geek status, once it is
fully understood—while I will argue that I am not so much a nerd anymore,
though I certainly had those tendencies in high school. And, if you call me one
of the other names, I may, with all due respect, have to take issue.
Because of the connection between geeks and computers these days (see
Best Buy’s Geek Squad for the most obvious example, though the computer
geeks on The Simpsons episode when Homer goes back to college fits fairly well
too), people have simply connected geeks to computers. Thus, if one were to
say that he or she is a geek, people would probably conclude a high level of
computer literacy. However, this approach pigeonholes geeks into the subcategory of computer geeks unnecessarily. Instead, according to the Oxford
English Dictionary (OED), a “geek” is “an overly diligent, unsociable student;
any unsociable person obsessively devoted to a particular pursuit (usually
specified in a preceding…noun).” Oddly enough, that is not the primary
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definition. Just for reference, the first definition of a “geek” is “a person, a
fellow, esp. one who is regarded as foolish, offensive, worthless, etc.”
Certainly, geeks who fall into the first definition I referenced also can fall
into the second, though not always. Bill Gates is certainly considered a geek in
the first definition, in that he has been “overly diligent” and “obsessively
devoted to a particular pursuit,” but he would not be considered “foolish,
offensive, worthless, etc.” by much of anyone. However, the “unsociable” aspect
of the first definition also causes problems. Certainly, the stereotype of the
computer geek is one who holes up in a parent’s basement programming or
plays video games for hours while all of his or her friends are outside playing
sports or shopping at the mall.
There are two problems with my friend calling us “geeks” then. First, we
were not unsociable. Oddly enough, we both were elected superlatives of our
senior class, and we served as officers of clubs, so we were well-known
throughout the school. We could have sat at almost any lunch table, and we
would have been accepted. In fact, we were two of the few students who could
move between social classes and cliques without any major problem. We were
never fully accepted into those groups, but we were not exiled either. There
were numerous times that we were sitting at lunch, and people whom neither
of us knew would come and sit with us, talking as if we should know exactly
who they were. Too often, we had a conversation on the way to our post-lunch
class where one would say, “Now, who was that?” and the other would respond,
“I thought you know them.” Calling us unsociable is simply not accurate.
Second, the problem with referring to me, especially, as a “geek” is that I
was not “obsessively devoted to a particular pursuit.” I was certainly interested
in math and physics (though not in computers, for some reason), but I was well
past the obsessive phase I went through earlier in life where I would lie on my
bedroom floor doing geometry problems for hours. Perhaps I’m romanticizing
my lack of obsessiveness. When we visited a local university for a college day
during our junior year, and I met a math professor, he was working on a
geometry proof, and he let me copy down the problem. I worked on it for the
next two weeks until I finally solved it. People were surprised when I didn’t go
back and talk to the professor about it. My comment was that, if I could solve it
in two weeks, he probably solved it in two days. Recently I told this story to a
friend, and she commented, “Haven’t you seen Good Will Hunting?”
By my senior year though, I was not lying in my floor doing calculus
problems for hours. While I still enjoyed math and was considering majoring in
it in college, it had ceased to dominate my life as it once did. When I was in
middle school, for example, I used to play a game called All-Star Baseball. The
player would select his or her team from a group of discs, then insert those
discs into a spinner. By flipping the spinner, one would see if his or her player
got a hit, what kind of hit it was, or if he or she was out. I used to create
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leagues and keep detailed statistics. Thus, by comparison, I was not obsessing
over math as I used to.
I had become obsessed with religion though, as I became a staunch
fundamentalist just before I turned sixteen. In fact, my best friend was my best
friend because he had invited me to his youth group during our sophomore
year when we were working on accounting problems together (OK, we finished
the book, while the rest of the class only got about halfway through it; I was
going to visit him to return the answer key that our teacher let us borrow so
that we could check our own work, but that was my sophomore year and I got
better (and, yes, I know that’s a Monty Python and the Holy Grail reference,
which is a trademark of geeks, but I’ll admit I’m one now)). We also participated
in Bible Bowl, which is a type of quiz bowl for youth groups, and I became a bit
obsessive over that. However, I don’t know of anyone who has ever been
referred to as a “religion geek,” “Christian geek,” or “Bible Bowl geek.” As we
know, religion often leads people to extremes, so perhaps it’s simply taken for
granted. For secularists, anyone who believes is already a geek about religion,
so the term “believer” already sums it up for them.
When I was in high school, I was perceived as being much more of a
nerd, which I was, socially, though not academically, as I was more of a geek
when it came to intellectual matters. The OED defines a “nerd” as “an
insignificant, foolish, or socially inept person; a person who is boringly
conventional or studious.” Even though we were well-known and even
respected, I would have been considered “insignificant,” “foolish,” and “socially
inept.” These descriptions would be especially true after my fundamentalist
phase started. Even before then though, I had no idea what it took to be cool.
In fact, I seemed to crave being uncool, while wondering why I was not cool.
One of my favorite shows in the 1980s was The A-Team, and my favorite
character was Murdock. For those who are unfamiliar with the show, there
were four major characters: Hannibal, who was the brains of the organization;
B.A. Baracus, who was the muscle (played by Mr. T, if that gives you any idea);
Face, who was the handsome one; and Murdock. I suppose that Murdock
provided comic relief, as there really do not seem to be any categories left for
him to fit into. He was a pivotal plot piece, as he was literally insane and, thus,
often had to be “rescued” from VA hospitals (they were former veterans), as he
was the only one trained to fly a helicopter. Thus, if they needed a helicopter,
they had to go “break Murdock out” to be able to take on their mission.
The best memory I have of Murdock’s insanity is an episode where he
had a pet golf ball. Not only would he take said golf ball on their mission, he, at
one point, put his golf ball, along with other balls, out in a yard to play. I am
embarrassed to say that this episode inspired me to do the same thing, so I
“freed” many of my father’s golf balls. Now, of course, I knew better than to
believe that they actually needed freeing, and I only did this once or twice, but
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the worst part is that I told people what I was doing. If I would have done this
quietly, I would not have added one more reason people had to keep me from
my aim of coolness.
It is this public airing of my lack of cool that led me to true nerdom.
Around the same time I was riding the bus one morning on the way to school.
For some reason, one of the windows had been knocked out, and, not
surprisingly, no one was sitting in that sit. Of course, I felt compelled to sit in
that seat. No one sat with me, and my girlfriend—who got on a few stops later,
who was certainly as uncool as I was—would not even sit with me. She at least
learned the lesson of not being visible uncool in public, if one could afford it. At
least no one could call me “boringly conventional.”
However, they would have defined me as “boringly studious.” In fact, my
freshman year, a group of students nicknamed me Einstein. Granted, I was
accidentally put in the wrong track of classes and ended up taking courses that
were way too easy for me, but, still, I actually studied. To those around me, I
seemed to study a good deal, in fact. When one hears of my interest in math
(really, it was not an obsession), it is easy to argue that I was. However, I was
only interested in math and math-related classes, such as accounting. Even in
tangentially related subjects, such as chemistry, I did not always make As, and
I could drop as low as a C in something like English.
In fact, my sophomore year, we had to memorize the “Friends, Romans,
Countrymen…” speech from Julius Caesar. To this day, I remember that I made
a 51 on that project. My girlfriend was the daughter of the junior and senior
English teacher, and she would sit with me, as we would go through Romeo
and Juliet line by line, helping me to understand it. Of course, I got bored with
that rather quickly, so that’s why I ended up with a C in English.
The problem was that I was naturally fairly smart, and I learned a good
deal simply by listening in class; thus, I only did enough work to get by, while
almost everyone at school would have said that I was one of the smartest and
“most studious” kids there. I never read assignments, as I would look at the
questions at the end of the chapter, then skim through to find the answers that
I had to turn in. I often did my homework on the bus to and from school
(making my already terrible handwriting virtually unreadable) or in classes,
such as yearbook.
Since people thought I was smarter than I was, I was made to look even
smarter; it was a wonderful cycle for me. During our senior year, we read
Beowulf. We had advanced math (essentially calculus) just before English, and
for some reason, we had finished early that day. Scott, another student who
was naturally smart (naturally smarter than me, certainly), but who did not
study much, came up to talk to me. He asked me if I saw the fight between
Beowulf and the dragon as representing God and Satan, and he proceeded to
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lay out a long allegory of good vs. evil based on Beowulf. Most people would not
be surprised by a high school student’s reading the poem this way, but I had
never seen it in the text. In fact, I was not exactly sure what the poem was
about.
Oddly enough, when we went to class, Mrs. Grant (my now-former
girlfriend’s mother) opened the class up to questions and discussions. Scott
raised his hand and said, “Mrs. Grant, I’m wondering if this could be some sort
of allegory of good and evil. Kevin and I were just talking about in math class.
Kevin, why don’t you tell her what we were talking about?” Now, he may have
simply been trying to avoid looking too smart. After all, he was cool, and I was
a nerd (or a geek or both), and, thus, it would help his image to avoid looking
too smart, while my image was beyond help. Then again, if he were actively
trying to do that, then he simply would not have brought up the subject in
class or he would have encouraged me to do so before class, but not publicly.
Instead, he seemed to think that I would have gotten that interpretation on my
own, and he came up to talk to me to see if I had gotten out of it the same
thing he had. Because of the public perception of my studiousness, I was
believed to be much more of a nerd than I actually was.
Unfortunately, “nerd” and “geek” have become largely interchangeable, so
much so that the OED now adds for “nerd”: “Now also: spec. a person who
pursues an unfashionable or highly technical interest with obsessive or
exclusive dedication.” Of course, that’s the actual definition of a “geek.” There
once was a time where one could simply be “boringly conventional or studious”
and be a “nerd.” One did not have to obsess over anything in particular or work
to develop a specialty; instead, one could be a generalist without having to
worry. Once, a geek was someone who worked for a circus, biting the heads off
of animals (often bats), someone who had a specialty; now, they have been
dragged down to the level of nerds.
Now that I’m an adult, I work to reclaim the forgotten status of geeks and
proudly proclaim myself one. I tell my students that I am a book geek, as I not
only own and read many books, but I can argue over which paperback edition
one should buy based on the quality of the binding and frequency of
typographical errors (Wordsworth Classics just can’t seem to hire a
proofreader, and Signet Classics, though cheap, will fall apart on you). When it
comes to movies, I’m the equivalent of the person you met in college who
listened to EPs of bands from New York while you were talking about Casey
Kasem’s top 40. I take pride in suggesting movies to my friends, only to have
them respond with, “I’ve never even heard of that,” and when I tell my students
what movie I saw over the weekend, they just shake their heads sadly.
You see, they’re still stuck in high school socially, so they think I’m a
nerd. They don’t understand that the cliques don’t matter anymore. When
you’re a nerd in high school, your dating options are limited and you might just
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end up playing Dungeons and Dragons on the night of the prom, but when
you’re a geek as an adult, you found software companies, write essays about
your embarrassing life before college, and marry whomever you want. They can
think I’m a nerd all they want, as I spend my time watching independent
movies, reading and grading their papers, but I know that I’m a geek, and I’m
not afraid to say so.
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LOST GIRL
I was a fallow daughter
plowed, but not seeded
tilled, weeded, fed
well-bred
but renegade: a
desert flower—
outlaw
of the family.
—Janice Wilson Stridick
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THE KNIFE THROWER’S ASSISTANT
She told her partner she wanted
to quit the act and leave the circus.
He advised her to reconsider
and sent her to his therapist, and I
told her she picked the wrong men.
Perhaps that was her primary
dysfunction, but it’s never so simple.
No, it’s so very subtle. At first,
he seduced her with pretty presents
wrapped in Tiffany blue boxes tied
with white bows, and he always took
her to the loveliest places. If you
could have gone where she went,
you would know why she did what
she did. She thought a kiss, a touch
would heal the hurt and make everything
melt into one, but then she became a part
of him, masking the bruises
beneath sequined stockings and lamé
lingerie. She was tired of wearing
his anger on her limbs and dressing it
in baubles. It was time to return
that little blue box of sterling silver
knives. She will no longer be his,
blindfolded and bound
her back against his bull’s-eye.
—Amy Seifried
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MODERN WOMAN
Simple meals, tightening creams, expert advice for pleasing kept men in
various ways because apparently they are easily bored whores. Take it easy.
Take a salt bath. Diet (a plan that starts with the word die). Do all these things
for yourself. Instead, you work ungodly hours, then drive a 5-speed in a long
skirt to a grimy dive called Hell. Schmooze until you’re irate, it’s late. Raise
your nose out of an ashtray and whiskey glass, then do it all over again—
waking daily asking yourself—what kind of flower do I want to be today? Lily,
oleander, lavender. You choose one to act on your behalf. Fancy notions are
fine, merely keep what’s real in mind. Why is a barely dressed girl on the cover
of a journal for women?
—Crystal Simone Smith
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AUTO-EXEGESIS
Maybe you noticed how my poems, chacha-esque, often make three moves: up
back, and the third’s an allegro triple
stutter to the side, or up again. If
they consisted of only two
parts, Mother would have said, Like
a behind, would have jabbed
reflexively, mere incidental sarcasm, no intent to wound deeply.
Still, I could be avoiding
her cheap shots. Freud declared three
represents the male
genitalia: penis and balls. So psychoanalytically speaking I’m a dickhead.
We’d not have got along. Freud wanted
to sport the only dick in town.
—Paul Watsky
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An Awakening
—Mark Oet
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THE SECRETS PEOPLE KEEP
by
Birdie Turner
Nobody thinks much about the big brick fortress as they pass it on their
way to work, school, or the bars that line Main Street, a mere two blocks
farther north. Why should they? It looks like any other apartment building in
Anytown, USA. Built in the ’60s, it’s three stories high and houses four
apartments on each level connecting them all with an open concrete stairwell.
The chain-link fence is there to keep wanderers out, or to keep its inhabitants
in; that fact is debatable. The management company that takes care of the
building made sure they put a window covering clause in the lease (like most
do any more) to have blinds on all windows—white in color. The tenants, not
being sold on the idea of so much light coming through, took it upon
themselves to double fortify the windows with drapes on the inside. This way
everything appears orderly and uniform on the outside, but…
Mrs. Jones, in apartment 3b, smoked weed all through high school,
became pregnant as a senior and dropped out. She didn’t love the baby’s
father: her father.
Tim, in 1a, is a homosexual who is married to Tiffany and madly in love
with her ex-husband, Jerry.
Cecelia, in 1b, loves cocaine. She rubs it on her pussy before sex to make
her orgasm last, and last, and last.
Stacy, in 2a, loves cocaine and Cecelia, they fuck all night, keeping Tim
awake while he tries to dream of Jerry, with Tiffany’s hand on his dick, rubbing
and rubbing and rubbing.
Jeremy, who lives in 3a, has known Cecelia since her mother, Mrs.
Jones, moved into the neighborhood twenty years ago. He taught Cecelia how
to swim, naked, at the lake one day too many years ago, when he was
babysitting her.
Tiffany, in 1a (you know, Tim’s wife), is married to an every-one-knowshe’s-gay-but-him man because she is a closeted lesbian who finger-bangs her
friends when they’re drunk at her parties. She acts like it’s the chic thing to do.
Marcy, in 2b, is scared all the time. She lives in a building with a serial
killer, and he knows, she knows.
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Lewis, in 5a, goes to college and is known by his friends as a ladies man,
but he really should be known as a dog man.
David, in 4a, talks to himself loudly, hitting his head as he does so,
making the demons go back, back, back, to where they came from.
Samuel, in 4b, loves Jesus—but he loves little boys more.
Stephanie, in 5b, has been plotting the death of her brother since the
fifth grade when he took her virginity on a dare from his best friends.
Julie, in 6b, raises long-haired cats to make the artificial pussies she
makes out of latex and sells online look more real and authentic.
Reggie, in 6a, is always watching. Waiting for the one who will make his
life a fairy tale, not a nightmare filled with pleas of stop or help screamed in his
ear as he slices through the jugular of another cheap whore.
No, no one thinks much of the things that happen inside…
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NONE OF YOUR BUSINESS
by
Prudence Fenton
Jeff’s father broke the news while they were driving in his father’s
Cadillac on a Sunday afternoon.
“I’m not going to live with the family anymore because my work is more
demanding and the two-hour commute to New York City from Litchfield is just
too long,” he said. The summer humidity hung heavy in the air.
“What will we do without you, Dad? And what about Mom?” Jeff asked.
His father sighed. “It’s none of your business,” he said. “It’s just none of
your business. Adult stuff, Jeff. ”
Jeff crossed his skinny arms in front of his chest to keep his heart from
rising into his throat. He studied his father’s face, lips pressed so tight he
couldn’t see the purple color in them. His father’s hands, thin fingers gripped
the steering wheel, the white of his knuckles matching the white of his buttondown shirt, collar open and sleeves rolled up.
None of my business, thought Jeff, and saw a thousand question marks
lined up at the end of that statement. Whose business was it? He may have
been only twelve, but his father no longer living with him and his four brothers
and sisters was a big deal, and it certainly was their business with two
thousand exclamation points.
The hood of the Cadillac swallowed the black asphalt, chewing up the
yellow lines, while, out the open window, corn rows blurred together in a green
haze. The hum of the engine filled the silence between them, and Jeff bowed
his head and closed his eyes, not wanting to be in this day. He knew, had
known for a while, that this news was lurking underneath the surface of
things, but he still felt the sting and worried that he had caused the breakup.
He would try one more time to get some answers.
“But, Dad, Mom’s pregnant again, what about…” Jeff asked.
“It’s not my kid.” His father’s hand darted out and switched on the radio.
He scanned through stations, skipping over clips of songs—Hey Jude, don’t be
a… and Bend me Shape me anyway you—and settled on the news.
“Westmoreland asks for and gets hundreds more men for Vietnam,”
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blared the radio. “The death toll…” Jeff turned down the volume.
The car picked up speed, tires screeching as they rounded Fryman’s
Folly, named after Joe Fryman, who died nine years ago in a car accident going
sixty miles an hour on this curb.
Jeff held on to the door handle so tight his fingers ached. His body
stiffened, his gaze stayed glued to the road. As deer trotted across the roadway,
his father slowed the car down. The wind whipped at his face, and above a
bunch of crows flew off a telephone wire.
Jeff had a vision of Mark, the Brit next door, standing behind his mother,
arms around her while she washed the dishes, his mother’s face turning up to
kiss him. Jeff’s heart pounded against his rib cage. Stop! It’s none of your
business echoed in his brain.
“Hey, I got a few things at that store. You want to come in?” asked his
father.
The car slowed as the tar surface became gravel crunching under the
tires. His father turned into the parking lot of the general store that served
their rural neighborhood. He parked and got out. Jeff followed him up the steps
to the store that was once an old house.
In front of the white clapboard building was a porch crowded with potted
plants and wooden chairs. A pregnant lady was trying to carry her baby
carriage down the stairs. When she saw his father, she said:
“Oh, sir, can you give me a hand with this?”
Jeff watched as his dad lifted the whole carriage and carried it down the
steps, setting it on the gravel. But she’s pregnant, he thought to himself. Why’s
he helping her?
A bell chimed as they walked into the store.
At the counter was a big man, his arm muscles bulging out of his black
T-shirt.
“Hey, Mike, good to see you,” called out Jeff’s father.
“Hey, buddy, how ya doin’? Hey, Jeffy.” Mike shook his father’s hand.
“Jeff, say hello to Mike.”
“Hey,” said Jeff, staring at the candy counter, wishing he had some
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money.
“Want half my Almond Joy?” asked Mike, holding out the candy bar.
Jeff still didn’t look up.
“Jeff, your manners.” He could feel his father glaring at him.
Jeff stood frozen and silent.
The bell continued ringing as people entered and exited the store. The old
wooden floor creaked, the worn planks were loose and scuffed, and a ceiling
fan pumped the musty air. As it swirled around him, Jeff thought of a day at
the beach with his parents, walking with his dad into the cold water, his
mother yelling from the shore.
“Don’t mind her,” his father had said. “She’s always in a bad mood.”
Then there was the day they drove a couple of hours to picnic by a lake
in Northern Connecticut with his younger brother and sister, and his mother
laughed when she told his father she forgot to pack the food basket. They drove
back home and ate on the front lawn.
His mother was mean. One afternoon she promised to drive Jeff to Dirk’s
birthday party, and when she finally was ready to go, they were two hours late
and arrived in time to see parents coming to pick up their kids. His mother
made him go in anyway while she had a fight with Dirk’s mom. Dirk never
spoke to Jeff again.
Often he and his brother Teddy had waited after school for hours
because she forgot to pick them up; plus she made Jeff wear shorts to school
until he was eleven. He shook his head.
Maybe his father had good reason for leaving. Maybe he should leave too.
He glanced around. Mike still held the candy bar out to him. Jeff took the
candy bar and gave a little smile.
“Thanks, Mike,” he said. He walked quickly to the back of the store to
find his father.
“Dad, Dad.” His father was at the refrigerator case, holding open a glass
door while reaching for some milk and orange juice.
“Dad…”
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He waited for his father to look at him.
“Dad…I want to live with you.”
His father put his hand on Jeff’s shoulder and squeezed it.
“Oh, Jeffy, it’s not that easy,” he said and pulled out his wallet and gave
Jeff a fiver. “You’re the oldest and now the man of the house.”
They walked back to the register.
When they returned to the car, Jeff fingered the fiver in his pocket. They
got in and his father revved the engine.
As they headed toward home, Jeff stared at the hills and fields rolling by.
He wanted to know more about his father’s new life, but was afraid to ask. He
sat up straighter and saw his reflection in the side mirror, a pale face with
freckles and square, brown-rimmed glasses, his curly hair blowing back.
The lyrics blared.
“Lady Madonna…baby at your breast… Wonder how you manage to feed
the rest.”
Jeff coughed.
“Dad, are you going to pay for us? Is Mom going to go to work? Do I need
to work?” he asked.
“Jeff, I’m still paying. I’ll pay for the rest of my life, don’t you worry about
that,” he said and chuckled to himself.
“What? What’s so funny, Dad?”
“Nothing, not really anything.” He reached over and mussed Jeff’s hair.
They turned off the road and drove up the driveway to the big white
rambling house on the hill. It had a green front door and two oak trees on
either side of the entranceway. Beyond the house, ponies grazed in a distant
field. The old collie limped up to greet them.
His father turned the car around, got out and left the engine running,
and walked over to the passenger side. Jeff stepped out and petted the collie.
“I’m gonna head back to New York, Jeff. Take care of yourself.” He held
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his hand out.
“Sure, Dad. I’ll see you in the city, right?”
“Sure thing, kiddo.”
They shook hands.
Just then his mother walked out of the house; her pregnant belly hung
over her short gingham skirt.
“Oh, Cliff, are you going back to the arms of Virginia?”
“He’s going to New York,” said Jeff. His head ached with confusion.
Virginia wasn’t New York, and his dad was leaving for good.
“Oh, you didn’t tell him you were leaving me for your secretary, did you?”
She put her hands on her hips and thrust out her chin.
“No, I didn’t,” said his father in a loud whisper.
Waves of hate collided in midair. Jeff took a step back as if the aftermath
of an explosion had hit him.
His father got back into the car, shut the door, and speeded down the
driveway, brown dust coiling up as the Cadillac disappeared.
Teddy ran out of the house.
“Hey, Dad, Dad. Where’s Dad going?”
“It’s none of your business, Teddy, adult stuff,” said Jeff.
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SUMMERTIME
Her body is Cuba, capricious, making me hold
my breath long enough to feel high and
low and everything wonderful in the galaxy; like a long sneeze.
Her bikini straps are a sigh, one waiting to creep down out of my mouth onto
the floor and I’m there to clean up the mess.
Her tongue’s a lousy hotel performer,
blind with ambition, but good, really good.
I’m pretending to be the Maraschino cherry
her tongue ties after a sundae we share,
after listening to blues in my car,
a reminder that good things will end.
Her feet are something industrial, yet feral,
some word looked up in a dictionary: pulchritudinous.
My fingers roam their landscapes, caverns and plateaus,
and some neglected hairs.
She’s the time it takes to finish a Rubik’s cube,
quick, but slow, the beauty of time racing against us.
The minutes my neighbor’s hose runs as it fills up a beetle-shaped pool.
—Tyler Kline
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CONTAGIONIST
I wear tight jeans only when I want to be appreciated for my body.
I am perfunctory and perfumed, adorned in wet pavement.
Dripping creosote, I am stylish and beautiful. A dahlia’s envy.
Watch me stretch, a tight tuck, the string at the end of binoculars.
This bend is for you. This collarbone is for you. You can stare
into my dingy mouth as long as our eyes hold a healthy distance.
My hair is shiny. My shoes are pointed, uncomfortably cute.
Hairless and swan-necked, my body holds gazes like clamps.
My brain is unvalleyed, glazed, clumsy in its pink slumber.
Let’s party. You want this cobwebbed tongue, take all of it.
If you love the idea of me, but not the real me, the you me,
then let’s party! I have an outfit. It is an object. There are appetizers.
—JD Scott
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MY MANTIS AND ME
Before sleep, I leash a mantis to my big toe,
like a toe tag on a cadaver in a morgue.
He’s the only insect who can,
with wet round eyes and forearms
Employed as guillotines in constant
prayer, twist his heart-shaped head
to see those nasty little bed bugs
that dig in me as if happily scooping
ice cream for little boys. But I have
to help him too. I’ve already squashed
one widow crawling into bed with him.
For now we watch each other’s backs,
like two grown men in a public shower.
—Greg W. Lyons
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THREE WORDS
I have three words for you:
I am gay.
I know it will be hard
For you to hear, but I am
Telling you because I want
My father to be a part of my life.
It is my way to say
I love you.
I have forgotten how to
Tell you this in our language.
So please take these words
And tape them
To the inside
Of your toolbox
So each time you look
For your hammer
You will remember
Your son loves you.
—Minh Pham
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THE SOURCE OF TROUBLE
by
Thomas Kearnes
My son calls just five minutes after the time we promised to arrive. Leo
demands to know where we are, what’s the delay. Stephen’s been here since
eight this morning, he spits. It took him over a goddamn hour to get here.
What’s your excuse? I assure him that we’re only moments from hopping in the
moving van. It’s a twenty-minute drive. My son demands that I arrive no later
than a half hour. I promise despite my uncertainty that Patsy and I can pull
our things together by his deadline, but I know how to deal with my son—his
impatience and his demands and his nastiness.
I’m wary of meeting Stephen. He and my son have dated for over a
month. I’m not sure what I’ll say. Whatever I do manage to spit out, the only
thing reeling through my mind will be the ugly, unspeakable fact: Leo exposes
this boy to a deadly disease each night they spend together, and he has no
intention of warning him.
Patsy leans back in the passenger seat, looking serene. I want to believe
she simply enjoys the drive, but I know my wife never stops thinking,
pondering, calculating. She and our son have similar minds. We’re listening to
a George Strait CD. She surely has the lyrics memorized, but she never sings.
“You never told me what this boy is like,” I say. Usually, my wife initiates
our conversations.
“Who? Stephen?”
“The boy Leo’s dating.”
“I met the two of them for dinner.”
“You didn’t say much about him.”
She purses her lips and inside her head, Stephen is being examined and
studied like well-groomed livestock at auction. She is determining his worth.
She does this with everyone she meets. It still surprises me, quietly, that I
passed her ruthless inspection. Our son, however, did not pass. Not once.
“He’s still a student.”
“The same college I attended, right? Leo said something about it.”
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“Isn’t that too clever? If you walked the campus now, you wouldn’t
recognize a thing.”
Patsy is typically not so easily distracted. She feels no urge to discuss the
boy sleeping in our son’s bed; she does not believe him important enough. She
has decreed Stephen has no significant future with our son, so why waste the
words?
But I must know. Leo endangers this boy every time the fool sneaks away
for the night.
“I guess the theater department is new,” I say. “I don’t remember one
back then.”
“My Lord, babe, I don’t remember the last time I had to listen to so much
talk about something I didn’t know a blessed thing about,” she says. “I was just
asking about his school, because that’s what you ask a student, and he sets off
five solid minutes discussing this play he wants to stage when he gets his
master’s degree. I didn’t understand a goddamn thing.”
“Well, it’s good Leo met a boy with ambition. Maybe Stephen will light a
fire under his ass, get him back out in the world.” My son’s last job with an
educational materials publisher disintegrated less than a year after he started.
He refuses to consider jobs he believes are “beneath” him. He hunts online for
employment with sporadic bursts of initiative, but most days I suspect my son
stumbles about his apartment waiting for something to happen.
“Leo told me about that theatre. He called their shows juvenile. Doesn’t
that sound like Leo? He even told Stephen flat-out he thought the shows were
awful.”
“Leo doesn’t know when to keep his damn mouth shut.”
“You’re telling me.”
“You think he’s a good boy?” My heart thumps as I wait for the answer.
Patsy sits there, inert. She prefers to describe people in anecdotes, gossip,
clever asides. Direct questions make her skittish. This is why I never ask her
opinion of our son.
“I guess he is. I haven’t really thought about it.”
“You know we never meet any of the boys Leo runs around with,” I say, a
little embarrassed at the intensity in my voice. “He’ll start talking about a new
boy but then you never hear another word. I was just curious.”

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

54

“He’s a real cute kid. I could tell Leo liked being seen with him.”
“But what does this boy like about our son?” I try daily to ignore my
conviction that my son is not a good person. I’m hoping if Stephen and I talk,
he’ll tell me something about Leo that’s decent and worthy, something I
overlooked.
“Hell, I don’t know. This whole gay thing. God only knows.”
We’re just a few intersections away from my son’s apartment. Patsy digs
in her purse. She made a list for today’s work. She writes lists for everything.
After thirty years together, I don’t bother to remember anything. I know Patsy
has it written down. I let her lose herself in her search. What I want to talk
about can’t be scribbled down in a calendar or a Post-It note. She can’t cross it
out and move on.
Patsy and I climb the steps to our son’s apartment. It’s bizarre to realize
another person waits inside with him. I’m used to imagining my son alone in
the world, I can’t recast his life to include the possibility of other human
beings. Despite my dread over the festering lie between them, I wish to learn
about this boy who wants our son with a passion, I suspect, our son will not
experience often in the future.
“So what was the hold-up?” Leo asks when he answers the door.
“We had some things first,” I say. As long as you don’t abandon him
completely, Leo accepts any compromise. Today, he needs Patsy and I to pay
for his move to a smaller apartment across town; he’ll give us no grief over our
late arrival.
“Well,” Patsy says, “it looks like you’ve got most of it packed up.”
The living room is filled with perhaps twenty cardboard boxes of varying
size and weight. A few odd pieces of furniture also need to go. Patsy produces a
list.
“Oh,” Leo says. “I almost forgot. Dad, this is my boyfriend. Stephen, this
is my father.”
A strikingly good-looking boy steps toward me. He’s neither tall nor
short, close to my son’s height. This boy, however, has a thicker build. There’s
something solid and sturdy about him. Stephen’s eyes are dark and sharp and
betray an active mind. As he shakes my hand, I sense him observing me
closely. He’s dressed in jeans and a pullover sweater. His hair is cut short,
almost shaven at the sides.
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What strikes me most about him, however, is how rooted he seems in the
everyday world, as if he enjoys the daily tasks of living. I’m relieved Leo finds
attractive the kind of earthiness Stephen represents. For a moment I forget to
think of Stephen as this poor kid my son deceives daily. I wonder what it must
be like to be his father.
Patsy and Stephen exchange greetings. Patsy’s voice brightens. Her tone
grows sweet and seemingly spontaneous. She asks a question or two about his
classes, about his plans for Thanksgiving. I can tell Stephen likes her.
Everyone likes Patsy. He hasn’t the slightest notion that my wife finds him so
incidental that she has no opinion about our son exposing him to death.
“Okay, let’s get organized for a minute now,” Patsy says. “It’s best, I
think, to get the heaviest boxes down first. Leo, you marked your boxes, right?”
“Yes, Mom.”
“Well, I know you’ve got at least three or four boxes of nothing but books.
Let’s get those out of the way.”
Stephen already has a sealed box in his arms. “I’ve never dated a guy
who read so much,” he tells Patsy.
“Leo definitely loves his books, but at some point, he started reading
books I didn’t know.”
Stephen shifts the load in his arms, twists himself so that it comes to
rest on his right hip. “I’ve heard of most of those writers.”
“Maybe Leo finally found someone who enjoys discussing those things. I
know that person ain’t me.”
Patsy begins strategizing how to transport this group of boxes. Leo
interrupts her with his cold, condescending tone. He reprimands her for using
too many pronouns when she speaks. “I never know what the hell you’re
talking about,” he says.
“You hear that, Stephen?” Patsy asks, shaking her head good-naturedly,
like this is my son’s worst fault. “Does he ever get like that with you?”
“Oh, yeah. Leo’s a grammar nazi.”
“You see,” she declares, gesturing toward Stephen. “I’m not the only one
who thinks you’re cuckoo.”
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“You must use pronouns very sparingly,” Leo states. He’s passionate
about this. Whenever I see him worked up over the English language, I savor it.
Then I try to imagine his life if he devoted that passion to another human
being.
Patsy and Stephen laugh at him. They smile at one another. If something
does not go wrong between Stephen and my son, I believe this dynamic will
play out whenever my son brings Stephen to see us. My wife and Stephen,
cracking up over my son’s bizarre enthusiasms, while my son vainly demands
everyone see the world through his peephole. Until the day Stephen learns he’s
sick and can finally share that tiny view of the world with Leo.
I grab the next box with all my strength so it won’t slip through my arms.
I push my shoulder against the front door. Leo lives on the second floor. The
narrow staircase lurches out beneath me. Stairs are difficult for me, even
empty-handed. My health isn’t good. I’ve lost track of the surgeries and
hospital visits. Yet I’m grateful that descending these stairs with my load will
require all my patience, ingenuity, and faith. For a little while, at least, I can
forget about Stephen. I inch my foot past the edge of the landing and onto the
first step. I’ve conquered half the staircase when I hear Stephen call from the
landing.
“Mr. Crenshaw, do you need help with that?”
“No thank you, son, I’ve got it figured out.” Why did I just call him son?
“That’s too big to carry by yourself,” Stephen insists. “Don’t move.” He
hustles down the stairs to where I stand, dumbly bearing this awful weight.
Patsy and my son know I don’t like anyone’s help.
“I’m not sure two people can manage this, Stephen.”
“Just sit tight. I’ll figure something out.”
He takes a step up the staircase and studies my predicament. I don’t
remember the last time someone offered me help without feeling obligated.
Stephen’s look of compassion moves me so profoundly, I almost lose my grip.
“I’ve got an idea,” he announces, a pure and wide grin on his face. “I
hope you don’t mind a little body contact.”
He squeezes past where I stand on the stairs and crams himself into the
space between the bottom of the box and the stairs. Following a series of
instructions delivered in a steady tone, he maneuvers himself until he bears
half the box’s weight.
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“You feel better now?” he asks.
I pause, swallow the word son before it can escape. “Thank you,
Stephen.”
“All right, now for the tricky part. We’re gonna have to walk in tandem or
it won’t work. You just step whenever I give the word. Ready, Mr. Crenshaw?”
Like a drugged crab, we inch down the staircase. His left foot, my left
foot. His right foot, my right foot. I trust Stephen completely. I wish I could say
I’m comparing this moment to some memory of my son, but I’m not thinking of
Leo at all. We reach the pavement and stand there a moment, sharing this
enormous weight.
“Okay, we can both stand upright now,” he says, laughing.
“You’ve done enough. I’ve got it from here.”
“Maybe I’m trying to make a good impression,” he says and grins. “If we
both lift at the same time, we’ll walk faster.”
We transport the box to the back of the moving van without stumbling
once. Cued by his instruction, we tilt then deposit the box into the van. It’s like
we’re veteran laborers in perfect sync after years and years of boxes. Stephen
whistles with accomplishment and perches on the edge of the van.
“That was a bitch,” he says.
“All those damn books,” I grumble.
“Leo’s definitely the smartest guy I’ve gone out with,” he says. “I really
like talking to him. My parents will freak when they see my phone bill.”
I fold my arms across my chest and look out at the vibrant late fall
afternoon. I know Stephen expects me to respond, but I can’t bear to discuss
my son. This is a beautiful day, and I refuse to make him part of it. My son is
willing to kill a boy who foolishly wants to know him better. My wife believes life
can be reduced to lists and calendars. And I love them both so much I will tell
no one their secrets.
“You and Leo got plans after we’re done moving this junk?”
“It depends.”
“Well, Patsy and I wanted to take you boys out to dinner. Just to say
thank you.”
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“Very cool.”
“It’ll just be you and Leo, of course, but we’ll foot the bill.”
Stephen looks at me. He doesn’t seem to understand. “Well, if that’s what
you both want.”
“Leo only keeps us around when there’s work to be done.”
“Leo’s a good guy. You just gotta know when to handle him.” He shrugs,
digs in his pocket for cigarettes. I’m desperate for a smoke for the first time in
weeks. Sometimes my son and I smoke together on long drives, and he agrees
not to tell Patsy. It’s really the only thing we share.
“You mind if I have one?” I ask.
“Sure.” Stephen slips one from the crumpled pack.
I smile sadly and shake my head. “I forgot you needed a lighter.”
The boy my son might one day murder reaches into his pocket and pulls
out a green disposable lighter. I take it and light up. The ecstasy of the smoke
rushing through me is heaven.
I take one blissful drag after another. I notice Stephen watching me,
amused. “Been a long time, Mr. Crenshaw?” he asks.
“At your age, you don’t know what a long time is.”
He laughs. “You want me to keep this from Leo?” he asks.
I shake my head and blow out smoke. “I’d never ask you to keep a
secret,” I tell him. “You’re a great damn kid.”
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SONGS MY MOTHER TAUGHT ME
I.
I’m sitting on fire ants in the front yard.
They crawl up my legs and into my shorts,
I shriek louder than the mower my mother
pushes over the unruly lawn, thick and green.
Now I’m in a bathtub of steeping chamomile
and warm water as she lathers an oat salve
over my inflamed skin and leans to kiss
the tip of my pink big toe, fat with venom.
II.
My mother’s bedroom door has been shut
since she told Dad to pack up and leave.
My older sister Rachel tells me knocking
is not a good idea but I knock three times,
let myself in, and find our mother buried
beneath her comforter. “What time is it?”
she asks, voice thick with phlegm. I squint
at the clock for a long time before Rachel,
standing nervous in the doorway, breaks
the silence. “He can’t tell time yet.”
III.
I unpack my new violin from its black case
and hold it up to my chin in the quiet living room.
When I throw my bow across the lowest string
to practice my scales, I release a gravelly screech.
“Slower,” my mother suggests softly from the couch.
She flips through a magazine, holds a finger to her
right ear, and checks the clock above the TV.
I gingerly drag my bow against the steel string
to produce the same note I’ve been singing for years.
—Jeremy Windham
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STRANGERS
My daughter plunders
the attic, looking for clothes
I wore in the ’80s.
What she finds
is a sepia tone portrait—
the one thing I kept
to remember you.
“Who is this?” she asks,
looking at a face
she’s never seen before.
“Why does he
look so familiar?”
As I take it from her,
old memories rise up
to consume me. And I recall:
your wavy black hair,
those dark piercing eyes,
the venom in your words,
my need for your approval.
Even now, decades later,
I still search for your face
among the strangers
I meet on the streets
every time I visit
my mother’s relatives.
And I fear the day
an older man approaches me
and tells me he is my father.
—Gloria Ludlam Bennett
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TIP JAR
by
Elizabeth Thompson
I raked my fingers through my hair, thinking I probably should have
washed it. I opted for a “messy bun,” although the name is misleading. It took
me a few tries to get my too-long hair to look just right. I fumbled around my
makeup bag for a black eyeliner pencil. Finally having found one, I lined my
eyes, smudging the bottom to create a sultry effect. My lips got a touch of
peach gloss, making them stand out against my tan skin.
I eyed my reflection in the small mirror on my car’s visor before I headed
into work. I never spent more than a few minutes getting ready, I’d never had
to. I had thick eyebrows I kept plucked into the perfect arch. They framed my
face, making it easier to get away with just eyeliner and lip gloss. My cigarette
had burned down to the filter without my even noticing. Shit. My rings clanked
together as I flicked it out the small crack in the window.
Kaida was parked a few cars down from me doing the same thing,
although her process was a lot more lengthy than mine. I made my way to her
car, carefully avoiding the puddles that were lingering on the ground from the
showers that morning. She stuck her hand out the window, gesturing that she
needed just another minute.
I waited on her, letting the evening sun kiss the back of my neck. I pulled
out another cigarette, envying the people that were just now leaving work.
Kaida’s door slammed shut as she walked toward me, attempting to tie her
apron behind her back. She looked ridiculous waddling through the parking
lot, tiptoeing around puddles and clumsily tying her apron.
“Damn it, Gemma, are you going to help me?” She said, stepping over yet
another puddle. I laughed and took the strings out of her hands, making sure
to double knot it.
I loved my job and the people I worked with. The long hours together
brought out stories and secrets, letting us get to know each other on a really
deep level. Kaida trained me when I first started here. Her bleached hair and lip
ring intimidated me at first. Her remarks were always clever, and she was
serious about her work.
Each Saturday night we worked together brought us closer together. It
wasn’t long before we were hanging out during the week, drinking tea and
talking on my back porch. We had so much in common, and we kept adding

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

62

more to the list. I wanted to be on the road, traveling and experiencing
everything the world has to offer while I’m young enough to enjoy it. Kaida
wanted the same thing.
One day, a month or so after she moved into my shabby house with me,
she came running into my room with a magazine flipped open to a picture of a
beach lined with oiled women and glassy water making waves in the
background.
“Gem, we have to go. Like now,” Kaida was a very “like now” kind of
person, jumping into her ideas before properly planning. That was my job; I
was the planner. I stripped a coffee can of its label and painted it to look like a
tree lined road with stars overhead. That coffee can held mine and Kaida’s new
life goal. Inside was extra money that wasn’t used for bills or food. That money
would someday take us on an adventure.
We had a plan; one I fine-tuned every time I got the chance.
Our plan included a total of eight cities spanning the entire United
States. Kaida got to pick four cities and so did I. Neither of us wanted anything
to do with cold weather, so our choices were mainly down south. Our first stop
is Kaida’s choice of Arlington, Virginia. This is the home of her brother and her
brother’s new wife. The next is another choice Kaida made. She chose Calvert
City, Kentucky, saying it was “quaint,” one of her favorite words. I chose Myrtle
Beach as one of my cities to visit. There are an endless number of restaurants
with bars that need tended. Our list goes on, each stop getting increasingly
more magical.
Kaida and I opened the door to McStally’s, the local favorite for beer and
fried bar food. I weaved my way through people impatiently waiting for a table
and waitresses balancing drinks on trays. Kaida made a pit stop at the
bathroom to check her hair one last time before the madness began. I let
myself in behind the bar, smiling at the chaos around me. Sweat dripped off
the waitresses foreheads as they rushed around in their denim shorts and tank
tops, cursing under their breath and grinning at their tables. The dishes
clanked in the kitchen and our overanxious manager could be heard screaming
from where I stood.
I set down my purse and rearranged the copper scarf situated around my
neck. Kaida returned and we got to work. A few of the men sitting on the
wooden stools had been in before, but I didn’t recognize any as our regulars.
We counted on the regulars to tip a little more than the average customer.
The man on the left side of the bar, near the entrance to the kitchen
flagged me down with a wave of his giant hand. It was obvious he had already
been here for a while, his red cheeks glowing bright.

Diverse Voices Quarterly, Volume 5, Issue 17

63

“Can I get another beer? Bud Light.” He was short and rude, his eyes not
leaving the TV screen above my head. I made sure I was extra sweet as I set his
beer down on the bar in front of him. I flashed him a smile and moved on to the
next customer.
Kaida was the one who got him to warm up to us, one of her many
specialties. She couldn’t stand when someone wasn’t outwardly enjoying
themselves. She joked with him about sports and NASCAR, two things I didn’t
know a drop about.
He asked me my name as I set another beer down for him.
“Gemma,” I flashed him my customer smile. Too big for people in public,
but perfect for people who would be deciding how many crumpled one-dollar
bills to leave behind.
“Wow, that’s unique,” he bobbed his head to the music blasting from the
hidden speakers in the ceiling. “Never heard that one before.”
Eddie sat down beside the man, bringing me a solid wave of hope for
mine and Kaida’s earnings tonight. He blew me a kiss from his position at the
bar, and I brought him a Coors before he had to ask. Eddie was one of my and
Kaida’s regulars. He started coming in when his wife left him around this time
last year. He was full of energy, and entertained us throughout the night.
Eddie dressed in jeans and a flannel, much like the man sitting next to
him. Much different from the man, Eddie gave off wonderful vibes, enticing
everyone to talk to him. Eddie was lost in the crowd for a while, making his
rounds, saying hello to the half a dozen people he always seemed to know.
“All those rings and still not one on the wedding finger?” He eyed the
copper and gold metal I liked to adorn my fingers with. “C’mon, girl, you gotta
ditch the old ball and chain! I’d have a big diamond on that finger in no time!”
Eddie started in immediately when I set his beer down on the wooden bar in
front of him. I pretended to be offended, rolling my eyes and walking over to
greet the couple that had just sat down.
I was in my groove. I took orders, poured shots, and mixed drinks with
the rhythm I’d figured out long ago. Kaida was right behind me, keeping up
with the customers she had taken on. I was good at my job, and my tips
showed it. The couple I suggested the margaritas to loved them and thanked
me with a twenty-dollar bill.
Eddie, tipsy and excitable, told the man next to him about my and
Kaida’s plans. The man had loosened up, thanks to the many beers and the
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shot of whiskey Eddie so generously bought him. The man told Kaida and me
the stories of when he worked for a railroad company. He got to travel all over
the United States. He told us about the crazy people he met and the situations
he found himself in. Kaida and I were fascinated, our eyes almost popping out
of their sockets when his stories got especially interesting.
I was closing the bar tonight, so Kaida got to leave before me. My job was
to make sure the bar was clean and organized for the next day. Before I started
my closing duties, I went outside for a cigarette, thankful for the sense of calm
the night sky gave me. I sat on the bench out front, relishing my little break.
Eddie staggered out the front door, checking his phone for messages. The man
beside him, whose name I had learned was Derek, walked out seconds after. He
lifted his arm in a drunken wave and got in the idling car waiting for him. I
took one last pull on my cigarette and threw it to the ground, stomping out the
still-lit end.
The restaurant was deserted. Just me, my manager, and a handful of
closing waitresses were left. All of which were frantically trying to finish their
closing duties so they could go home to their husbands, kittens, kids, or
whatever they had waiting for them. I got back behind the bar and snatched
the pile of rumpled bills Eddie left me, absently throwing them in the bucket
where I kept my tips. There was a few one-dollar bills where Derek had been
sitting, weighted down with his empty beer glass.
I polished the dark wood of the bar, emptied my overfilled trashcan, and
put the multicolor bottles of liquor in their designated spots. I worked fast,
wanting to get home to a hot shower and my bed. With my tips safely
transferred to a to-go bag from the kitchen, I left McStally’s in a hurry.
The drive home was beautiful. Late night was my favorite time of day.
The roads were empty and only the exciting people were awake. I admired the
red glow of the stoplight reflected in the puddle directly in front of my car. The
world was beautiful and I craved the chance to see more of it.
My and Kaida’s house wasn’t anything special, but rent was cheap and
the front porch sold me the second I saw it. The porch was open, and wrapped
around the side of the house. The sound of chirping crickets filled my ears the
second I slung my car door open.
Inside I sat down at the kitchen table, freeing my hair from the confines
of the bun. Bills were due the next day, and I doubted I had made enough to
cover the water bill. I unfolded and straightened the dollars, counting in my
mind.
“$117,” I breathed out, feeling the relief rush over my face. More than
enough to cover the water bill.
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I added the extra money to the coffee can, excited by how full it was
getting. I refused to let myself count it; I knew we still didn’t have enough.
I was just about to throw away the now-empty to-go bag I brought my
money home in when I noticed a folded piece of paper lying in the bottom. How
did I miss this? My purple nails unfolded the paper, revealing its identity. It was
a check. The amount said $3,000, but I was worried my tired eyes were adding
extra zeros. I folded it and unfolded it a few times before I let myself believe it
was real. My heart raced as I checked who it was from, although I already
knew. The memo bar read: Have fun, kiddo.
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