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POEM, WHERE WILL YOU GO? 

 

The reddish leaves fall, 

meeting the first frost 

the way noun meets verb, 

neither on tree nor ground 

but somewhere in between, 

the moment of mystery 

in which all fates collide. 

 

Poem, you will soar today 

in the last up winds of a gray sky,  

then weather yourself 

into crushed gold on grass, 

where all flesh finishes. 

You do what you can 

with what life hands you, 

 

tell the same stories  

in different words, syntax 

surprising you with dinner 

at breakfast, with sandals 

in winter. You make the best 

of tired adjectives, send off 

adverbs to deal with depression, 

and settle into a porridge  

of something greater than yourself 

 

which becomes communion 

for those who sup—  

the commuter on train or plane, 

the nun in a convent in Kansas, 

the accountant whose bedside lamp 

flickers into the blackest hours, 

the nursing mother in need of 

sustenance at dawn.  

 

You evolve as book, as sacrament, 

a holy chrism for the bodies 

of saints and sinners, for minds 

seeking holidays and wine 

and a cloud to ride on. Poem, 

your words are as old as Rome, 

as bright as the glaciers melting 

in the Arctic, as dark as the last 

crow on the cradle. 

 

—Donna Pucciani 

  



THE FOREST COMES DOWN AT NIGHT 

 

I built a rocking chair from found pinewood  

that I sit on from time to time 

on my New York City apartment’s fire escape 

but every now and then 

I put it on a northbound train 

I return it to its roots 

and me to mine 

In my cabin upstate now,  

I rock back and forth  

enveloped by dense forest, 

the earth solid beneath me. 

On my fire escape, 

I sit in a silence far more menacing 

just waiting to fall through 

 

—Nicole Hill 

  



CRISIS 
 

by 
 

Lindsay Boyd 
 
 

“Would you come here a minute, Jeff?” 

Hilda’s husband, seated at the table in his room, shut down his 

computer following a three-hour session, closed his eyes, and rested his hands 

upon his lap. He did not perceptibly react to his wife’s voice. Rather, he 

contemplated the pain in his right arm, customarily felt after a lengthy spell at 

the keyboard. The voice sounded a second time moments later. 

“Jeff?” 

“What?” 

His one-word response possessed an edge, as if spoken by a man who 

did not appreciate being disturbed in his element. 

“Come here a minute.” 

Cajoled out of the doze fast descending on him, Jeff entered the living 

room and found his wife pressing the channel button of the television remote. 

But instead of pictures, he saw nothing but oceans of flickering darkness or 

white noise crossing the large screen in zigzag patterns. 

“How long’s it been doing that?” Jeff asked, standing at his wife’s 

shoulder. 

“Since I switched on.” 

Jeff took the remote from Hilda and flicked through the spectrum of 

channels—one hundred or so—with the same result. Nothing distinguished one 



from the next except the changing yellow digit in the top right-hand corner of 

the screen. He handed the remote back to Hilda and went down on his 

haunches, with some difficulty. His perfunctory inspection of the tangled leads 

behind the set unearthed no evidence of a loose connection. Regaining his full 

height, he relieved Hilda of the remote control unit a second time and ran 

through the channels again. 

“One hundred channels and nothin’ on,” he said, with a chuckle 

smothered when he caught a glimpse of the reproachful expression on his 

wife’s face. 

As a last resort, he brought the open palm of his free left hand hard 

down on the top of the set. In years gone by, his deceased father had resorted 

to this method as a means of restoring life to a bugged up set.  

“Don’t!” Hilda said, when her husband raised his hand preparatory to 

rapping it against the wood a second time. 

“We’d better call in a repair man.”  

He resigned himself to the course on account of his limited knowledge of 

electronics. A handyman par excellence, he spent much of his free time 

assisting neighbors with complex jobs. But when it came to electrical items, he 

had to rely on professionals. 

He went back to his room. Left alone, Hilda put the remote unit aside 

and tried her luck with the buttons beneath the screen, buttons left untouched 

as a rule—unless the remote unit had been misplaced. But the identical 

blackness, or white noise, reflected in the lens of her glasses. 



Meanwhile, on an impulse, Jeff rebooted his computer. With a sinking 

feeling in his entrails, he discovered that this screen, too, was void of life. He 

interrupted his vain attempts to rectify the situation when Hilda called out 

anew. Rejoining his wife, he noticed that the lens of her glasses now reflected 

the lettering of an announcement scrolling from the bottom of the screen to the 

top, much like the closing credits of a movie. Jeff read it to himself twice before 

reading it aloud. 

“The regime has decided that as of 3 p.m. on the afternoon of Friday, 

February 1 until 3 p.m. on the afternoon of Friday, February 29, television 

transmission will be suspended across the province. A blackout will be in effect 

for the same period for computers, movies, radios, sporting events, 

newspapers, and magazines.” 

Hilda and Jeff exchanged a look of shock and disbelief. Both turned pale 

at the prospect of life without the signature tunes of their culture. Jeff 

activated the radio connected to the stereo system in the room. The only 

station emitting other than a blur of static, the regime owned 8LO, regurgitated 

the same message as the television. 

“First, they send thousands to the dole court with their cutbacks. Now, 

they stoop to this,” Jeff said. “Have they gone nuts?” 

First and foremost, he thought of the time he would lose at the computer, 

which had garnered hours of his attention on a daily basis for years. Unlike 

Hilda he would barely notice the loss of movies and television. He assumed the 

blackout on sporting events would only affect those in the public domain. 

Hence, he would be able to go on enjoying the curling he and his closest friends 



gathered for each Sunday afternoon. 

In recent weeks he had terminated his subscription to the town’s one 

and only daily. But, more out of habit than intrinsic interest, he leafed through 

the local papers delivered gratis to the door. He also read every last word of the 

weekly current affairs magazine he had subscribed to for a decade. They were 

as integral a part of his retirement ritual as the walks around the neighborhood 

with Cosmo, the family pet. Now he would have to do without them. 

Jeff heard a rattle at the front door and watched an item fall through the 

mail chute. At the same time, the little dachshund scurried down the steps 

leading to the door. Cosmo barked until Jeff appeared and gathered up the 

offending circular. The words printed upon it in bold lettering conveyed a 

message similar to the one viewed on television and heard broadcast on the 

radio. But in addition it painted an attempted justification for the regime’s 

action. Jeff made a point of reading this section to his thunderstruck spouse. 

“One of the Communication Think Tank’s conclusions was that given 

more time for quiet reflection, the general populace will gain a deeper 

appreciation of their inherent spirituality. For the majority this is all but 

impossible amid the daily distraction of movies, television, radio, and other 

facets of the mainstream culture. 

“We encourage people not to panic at the sudden loss of the principal 

sources of their entertainment and leisure. We advise all to practice presence of 

mind to the fullest extent possible. To that end observance of the simple 

breathing exercises outlined in the leaflet accompanying this statement is 

strongly recommended.”   



Jeff scanned the basic diagrams and instructions before resuming where 

he had left off. 

“The general blackout will extend to escapist literature and popular 

music. None will be available, or aired, anywhere. Upstanding literature and 

music worthy of the name will not be affected, and there will be no interruption 

to the supply of food and other physical comforts.” 

Jeff handed the leaflet and letter to his wife and moved into a chair. 

“They’ve got to be kidding.” 

“There’s the evidence before your eyes,” Hilda said, indicating the black 

television screen. 

“I haven’t a spiritual bone in my body. Never have had.” 

“You’d do well to look for one over the coming month.” 

Jeff made no reply.  

“I don’t know,” Hilda said, overcoming her initial disquiet. “It sounds 

kind of appealing. Can you imagine how peaceful it’ll be with no radios and 

televisions blaring?” 

* * * 

She came to regret little the temporary absence of her favorite programs. 

After a few days she forgot she had been partial to them, let alone admitted as 

much to family and friends. Since retiring from her job as a teacher, she had 

never allowed herself to drift in the thick of the many hours freed up. 

This stood her in good stead in the earliest days of “the experiment,” as 

the regime’s extraordinary action became known. She embarked on long walks, 

thus filling the hours previously spent in front of the television or at the cinema 



complex blocks from where she and Jeff resided. 

She spent appreciably more time than usual at her downtown gym, a 

venue that catered to women alone. Above all, taking to heart the advice to 

practice presence of mind, she relied more than she had ever done on prayer, 

an activity that had pillared her spirituality since she was a girl. But whereas 

in the past she prayed for no more than half an hour to an hour every day, she 

now began sitting for considerably longer.   

Jeff would arrive home after assisting someone with a minor repair or 

maintenance job and, to his chagrin, find Hilda immobile on a chair, breathing 

as lightly as if it had taken her no time to master the exercises the regime 

commended. Whenever he stumbled across his woman in conspicuous parts of 

the house, he glared at her. 

Hilda sensed this and more into the bargain. She detected inertia on the 

streets, in the malls, the gymnasium, and elsewhere. Her husband’s unease 

appeared but a microcosm. Before the close of week one, she encountered 

numerous friends and neighbors fed up with sleeping long or occupying 

themselves with chores they would never have bothered with in a typical 

month.  

Her husband doubled his workload in a frantic bid to maintain his 

sanity. She tried to tell him, she tried to tell them all, that they were missing 

the point of the experiment responding so, but her pleas fell on deaf ears. Jeff 

did not have the energy to go on with the increased manual chores for more 

than a week. He slowed down as a matter of course when he toppled off a 

stepladder while reaching for a light fitting in the house of their neighbor two 



houses down. After the incident his movements became circumspect. 

“Is the elbow better?” Hilda asked.  

She and Jeff were at the dinner table one night midway through the 

second week. He gave her a puzzled look that owed as much to his inability to 

grow accustomed to the changed circumstances as his instantaneous 

awareness of his elbow’s improvement. He touched the spot. 

“It feels much better. It must’ve been the shot of cortisone.” 

“Oh, don’t kid yourself,” Hilda said with a chuckle. “It’s because you 

haven’t been glued to that computer. You might remember that in future. If you 

learned to sit in the silence instead of ruining your eyesight in front of that 

small screen, you’d be better off. We’d both be better off.”  

His wife’s clear-eyed view of the situation was repellent to Jeff. 

Masticating his food slowly and staring at nothing, he maintained a willful 

silence through the rest of the meal. When she excused herself with the 

intention of spending some time with “Him,” as she put it, he sat downcast in 

the living room.   

For the umpteenth time he picked up and flicked through the two most 

recent back copies—the only two he retained—of his beloved current affairs 

magazine. Before the experiment he was in the habit of perusing the latest 

edition in the hour or two after dinner, a day or so following its arrival in the 

mail. Finding nothing of abiding interest in stale news, he put both aside, 

gaining a measure of consolation from Cosmo when the dog ascended his lap. 

* * * 

The experiment was two weeks and a solitary half-hour old, when a 



series of piercing shrieks shattered the neighborhood silence. It was Mrs. 

Robertson, their neighbor in the house diagonally opposite. Without delay, 

Hilda rushed across the street and finding the front door ajar went in 

unannounced. Mrs. Robertson lay rigid on the carpet, frothing at the mouth. 

“No one knows what’s H-A-P-P-E-N-I-I-I-I-N-G!” she wailed over and over 

again. 

She bellowed at the top of her lungs until her husband, brought weeping 

to his knees by her side, silenced the hapless woman with an almighty slap. 

The hit was hard enough to send Mrs. Robertson’s false teeth flying across the 

room.  

“You can’t have bothered to practice the breathing exercises,” Hilda 

remarked to the miserable man as she went to the phone and dialed emergency 

on his behalf. “Did either of you?” 

Shame-faced, Mr. Robertson shook his head. 

“If you had, she wouldn’t have gotten into this state.” 

Robertson’s head hung a further inch or so while they awaited the arrival 

of a paramedic team. The latter sedated the patient and loaded her on a 

gurney. By no means was hers the only collapse. Had they been printed, the 

newspapers would have run out of space reporting the staggering number of 

nervous breakdowns and incidents, major and minor, underlining the state of 

acute anxiety thousands reached throughout the length and breadth of the 

province. 

But Hilda kept smiling. It was the outward manifestation of inward pride 

that she coped so well with the imposed silence, in both sequestered and public 



locales, including the gym, where she carried on with her regular aerobics in a 

place ordinarily bombarded with the racket of televisions—several monitors 

were attached to the ceilings—and/or radios.   

In stark contrast Jeff’s face reflected blankness and inertia. In a bid to 

allay his obvious neurosis, convinced he didn’t have the patience to adopt a 

spiritual routine, Hilda presented him a couple of examples of “upstanding” 

literature. However, he left the purchases untouched. She mouthed off, calling 

him a great lump, under her breath, but as a last resort, knowing he was 

partial to classical composers, dropped into a well-stocked music store. 

She hunted high and low but was unable to find what she was looking 

for. Accordingly, she rushed back to the street and went directly home, in 

dread of the prospect of another week of the same. She arrived to an empty 

house. Out of sorts, repeatedly uttering the mantra presence of mind, presence 

of mind to herself, she pulled up a chair in the living room, angled it toward a 

portrait of Christ hanging upon one of the walls and began praying. 

She was on the verge of regaining the peace and connectedness felt to be 

slipping away when her husband walked in the door with Cosmo. She could 

find no safe haven from the noise of Jeff moving about. Without opening her 

eyes, she sensed his glowering disposition and agitated breathing. She flew out 

of her chair, daggers drawn upon hearing him utter the words “bloody 

pretense” in an undertone. 

“You’ve never respected my prayer life.” 

“Prayer life? Don’t give me that nonsense. I know the real reason you’re 

putting on this show.” 



“Oh? And what would that be?” 

“The same reason you go to that church. You think you’re better than 

everyone else. You always did.” 

“I’m trying to adjust to a difficult situation. Do you think I haven’t 

noticed the effect this has had on you, on most of the population? But all 

you’ve done with the time is look for other distractions.” 

“Well, Mrs. Holier Than Thou, have you thought of doing something 

practical?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Of course you haven’t. Because you don’t want to get your hands dirty.” 

One part of Hilda wanted to cry. Another part wanted to continue the 

caustic exchanges. But an unforeseen shift came over her in an instant and 

she did neither. Instead, she looked at Jeff, she really looked at him, in a way 

she had not done at any stage over the preceding three weeks. Truth be known, 

she had not assayed him in that way for longer than she could recall. He was 

not an inept, often infuriating, husband but a desperately troubled, lost human 

being. 

“Come here,” she said, extending her hand and smiling at the man before 

her. “Sit with me. We have nowhere we need to go. We have nothing we need to 

do. Let’s just sit together.” 

Disarmed by her smile, which held not a trace of the pride and self-

satisfaction glimpsed on her face since the beginning of the experiment, Jeff 

dropped into the chair Hilda drew up beside her own. Silent, he aped her 

posture and measured breathing rate. The tension release was rapid and 



marked. The couple had been conjoined in this way for twenty minutes when 

the radio connected to the stereo system crackled to life. 

“Due to the adverse reaction of untold thousands, the regime has decided 

to terminate the experiment a week early. In five minutes, at three o’clock local 

time, blacked-out services will resume as normal. In a further restorative 

measure, water supplies throughout the province are to be laced with Prozac in 

quantities sufficient to enhance as quickly as possible the return to psychic 

and physical health of the general population.” 

Jeff and Hilda glanced at one another and laughed out loud. Hilda spoke. 

“Let’s use the water in our well. What else can we do?” 

Jeff knew exactly what to do. Hilda watched him pull the plugs of the 

television and stereo system. 

“Your computer?” 

He vanished for the seconds necessary to pull out the lead of it too. Three 

o’clock struck. What signaled a massive aural and visual onslaught, as old 

ways were resumed (as if they had never undergone a three-week hiatus), in 

households throughout the province impacted the married retirees not at all. 

Jeff returned to the seat next to his wife and interlaced his fingers with hers. 

  



…my name is Maggie 

 

by 

 

Steve Force 

 

 

His order arrived as a small box, about the size you would use to ship a well-

padded coffee mug. It felt ridiculously light. Doug cut it open as soon as he had 

gotten his coat off. It was tightly stuffed with newspaper, which he unfolded with 

slight amusement. One side of the first sheet was covered with columns of Chinese 

characters; on the other side the columns were interspersed with ads—most 

featured smiling young Asian women holding what appeared to be small bottles of 

vitamin supplements or maybe beauty creams. One seemed to be for some sort of 

breast enhancement medicine. It was funny because the model was a young 

Caucasian woman with a big smile, covering her breasts with her hands, but not a 

word of English in the text. Doug wondered why, in a country of billions, they 

couldn’t find a Chinese woman for the ad. He figured it was probably a Western 

language ad changed for a Chinese paper or maybe put there by the publishers just 

to please male readers—who knows? he mused. The other sheets of newspaper were 

also combinations of text and ads, though no others featured Caucasians. 

Under all the newspaper was a small envelope with a red and gold dragon 

and black Chinese characters printed on it. Inside were his coins—thin, brass, silver 

dollar-sized “ancient Chinese replica” coins. He took one out. He liked its size and 

light weight—perfect for the coin tricks he was learning. There was another piece of 

paper in the bottom of the box. He took it out to discard it but gave it a quick glance. 



The top and bottom edges were printed with “Asian Specialties and Magic” flanked 

by Chinese characters. On the two vertical edges were two other Chinese characters 

followed by “Thank You.” The main text read:  

Hello, my name is Maggie, 

I am the packing specialist who prepared your order for shipment. I checked 

each item to ensure its quality and packed it carefully to arrive in perfect condition. 

If there is any problem with your order, please contact us at 1-800-403-1768 or e-

mail us at orderfullfillment@asam.com.  

At Asian Specialties and Magic, we take great pride in putting beauty and 

magic into your life. 

Best Wishes, 

Maggie 

Maggie had signed her name and dotted the “i” with a tiny smiley face. There 

were two handwritten Chinese characters following her name. Doug held the slip up 

to the light and looked at the back. There was a slight depression from the 

signature visible. 

* * * 

Somehow this packing slip seemed more personal than the typical packing 

slip, and it wasn’t because Maggie had signed it—he’d seen that marketing gimmick 

before. It was the tone of it, and perhaps the mystery of the East, of the company, of 

Maggie herself, that kick started Doug’s imagination. 

Maggie. Maggie! Who was Maggie? What was her real name, her Chinese 

name? Was it something like Mai Ling or May Hu, or God knows what? Doug was 



oblivious to the odds that were overwhelmingly in favor of Maggie, working in this 

little Scranton, PA-based company, being of European, African-American, or Latin-

American descent, not a beautiful young Chinese woman of noble birth, who for 

some reason left the Forbidden City to work at Asian Specialties and Magic. He was 

already convinced that Maggie was young, beautiful, shy, and demure—and 

unmarried! How did she end up in Scranton? The Chinese takeout place Doug 

frequented always seemed to have half a dozen workers toiling away in the 

kitchen—day, night, weekends, Thanksgiving, Christmas, whatever—they were 

always there (and, obviously, so was Doug!). He assumed they were in some sort of 

indentured servitude, working for years to pay off the debt owed to the heinous 

Boss-Man or Dragon Lady who smuggled them into the U.S. He imagined them at 

closing time going to some unfurnished apartment, collapsing on mattresses on the 

floor and catching a little sleep before the start of the next 16-hour day. He could 

not imagine that Maggie’s fate was so harsh, but perhaps she, too, was working off 

the cost of her passage to the U.S. Or maybe she just barely escaped China and the 

authorities she angered when she balked at applying her nuclear fusion research to 

a secret weapons program. Maybe the U.S. government was hiding her at Asian 

Specialties and Magic. Anyway, he was certain that she was young, beautiful, and 

unmarried. That handwritten signature, that smiley face—they were cries of 

loneliness! Doug knew. He knew loneliness, knew what it was like to yearn for 

someone to love and be loved by, knew all about going through life unnoticed, 

unappreciated. As soon as he finished dinner, he got online to place another order. 



* * * 

The package arrived three days later. Doug pulled out the newspaper packing 

without even glancing at it, took out the set of magic-locking rings, and searched for 

the slip with Maggie’s note. He scrutinized it, turned it over looking for pressure 

marks from the signature—there they were! She had signed it! But the slip was 

identical to the first. There was nothing to indicate that Maggie recognized him, 

remembered him as a repeat customer. He immediately got online and placed a 

third order. 

When that arrived, he again ignored the packing and even the “vanishing 

coin” trick itself and went right to the packing note. He took it out to confirm that 

the signature was real. Identical; it was identical to the previous two. Sure, the 

signature was genuine, but Maggie must be signing these slips automatically, not 

giving them a second thought. Heck, she probably signed dozens of these every day. 

He kept staring at the note with a growing sadness. 

Wait a minute! Wait-A-Minute! The “i”—the “i” in “Maggie”—was dotted with 

a tiny daisy! Surely this daisy was for Doug; it must have meant something. He was 

elated, he felt weightless, barely able to keep from floating up into space. Was it 

simply her way of acknowledging his repeat business, or was it more than that? 

What did it mean? Why did she suddenly make this subtle change to her signature? 

What was the message, what was the puzzle to which this tiny daisy was a clue? It 

never occurred to Doug that an occasional daisy broke up the monotony of signing 

dozens of signatures with smiley faces. When it came to love, or at least the 



potential of love, there was no Occam’s Razor for Doug. 

The rest of the evening and all the next day Doug pondered the significance 

of this new development and what his next move should be. He decided he must try 

to contact Maggie, send her some sort of friendly, noncommittal sort of message and 

see if she responds. When he returned home from work, he logged into ASAM’s 

website and clicked the “Contact Us” button. An e-mail form popped up. He typed, 

“Attention: Maggie in Shipping” in the subject line and composed the following text:  

Dear Maggie, 

I hope you receive this message. I have recently placed three orders with 

ASAM. Each order came with a very nice packing note from you. I am sending this 

message to let you know that my orders arrived promptly and in perfect condition. I 

am sure this is a result of your care and attention to detail. I just want to let you 

know that I appreciate your efforts and that you have made me a happy customer. 

Sincerely yours, 

Doug Hartman 

The next morning, before leaving for work, Doug placed another order. 

* * * 

Doug heard nothing from ASAM for two days. Then, finally, it was there: an 

e-mail from ASAM. He opened it immediately, expecting a note from his now-

beloved Maggie. 

Dear Mr. Hartman, 

Thank you for your recent e-mail message. It is very gratifying when a valued 

customer takes the time to tell us how much he appreciates Asian Specialties and 



Magic’s products and services. The entire staff of ASAM is committed to providing 

our customers with the best possible online shopping experience, and we highly value 

your repeat business. Let me assure you that our shipping specialist Maggie has been 

made aware of your appreciation of her efforts. 

Sincerely yours, 

Alice Rourke 

Director of Customer Relations 

 

Wow! What the heck is this? I hope I didn’t set off some “creep alarm” by 

sending Maggie a message. Nah, this is just some MBA-driven PR crap. The suits 

control everything and always spin it like an ad. Nevertheless, it was unsettling. 

Did his message ever really get to Maggie? Was his real intent that obvious? Did he 

blow any chance of ever communicating directly with Maggie?  

The following evening his latest order sat quietly in his mailbox. He opened 

it, but not with the enthusiasm he exhibited with the previous packages. He 

searched for the packing note, almost with a sense of dread. 

Oh, my God! Now what!?! The packing note was signed “Arthur.” 

What happened? What’s with this Arthur guy? Had his e-mail caused ASAM 

to switch his orders to Arthur? Did they find it creepy or offensive? This wouldn’t be 

the first time people had reacted to him that way, though he never understood why. 

Did Maggie ask to have his orders filled by Arthur? Was she offended or 

frightened—did she take it the wrong way and tell her bosses to put Arthur on it? 

Could it be her way of saying “not interested”? Or maybe she was off that day—on 



vacation, out sick, on a different shift? Was it possible she had left ASAM?! No! 

Please, no!  

In bed that night, and all the next day, Doug’s mind wrestled with its own 

version of “fight or flight.” He could place another order, maybe even try another e-

mail, or just have nothing more to do with ASAM. There were certainly many other 

sites from where a budding magician could order cheesy magic tricks. But the need 

to know what happened gnawed at him, he “needed closure,” as they said way too 

often in the media. If he sent out one more electronic “message in a bottle” to 

Maggie, what’s the worst that could happen—no answer, some polite sort of “get 

lost” message? He decided upon a two-pronged last ditch effort to see if his quest for 

the heart of the beautiful Maggie was indeed over or still alive! 

Doug fretted over how to word a new message all night and throughout the 

next day. Finally, he sat down to compose the message. Like before, he wrote 

“Attention: Maggie in Shipping” on the subject line. 

Dear Maggie, 

I wish to again thank you for the care and attention you give to my orders. 

They continue to arrive in a timely manner and in perfect condition. My most recent 

order was accompanied by a note indicating it was packed by Arthur. Although he 

did a fine job with the order, it made me concerned that you might not be well or may 

have had a change in assignment. Please know that I hope you are well and that if 

your assignment has changed I shall always appreciate the excellent care and 

attention you gave to my orders. 

Best wishes, 



Doug Hartman 

After Doug sent the message, he placed an order for a brass cup and ball 

trick. 

Each evening, upon returning home, Doug checked the mailbox outside, then 

went inside and immediately checked his e-mail—there was no response from 

Maggie or from anyone else at ASAM. But on the third evening, he found his order 

waiting in the mailbox. He brought the box inside and quickly opened it. The 

packing note was signed by Maggie! And next to her signature, in large letters, were 

the words, “Please see back.” He turned it over and couldn’t believe what he saw—a 

lengthy handwritten message. 

Dear Mr. Hartman, 

Thank you for your nice notes. I am happy that you are pleased with your 

orders. You are very kind to send thank-you notes and to ask about my health. I am 

well and still working in the Order Fulfillment Department. 

I hope you continue to be a happy customer. 

Maggie 

 

Wooooooooooo-hoooooooo! Doug let out. This is it! She does care; she does 

know I exist! Doug read the note over and over again, mining it for every possible 

nuance, every possible hidden meaning. By the time he went to bed, he had read the 

note so many times that he had memorized it. He lay there imagining Maggie 

saying those words, the expression on her face, her eyes… 

It was clear to Doug that he had to meet Maggie, and for the next few days he 



devoted all his free time and mental energy to finding a way to make that happen. 

Scranton was only three hours away, so it was possible to get there, meet Maggie, 

and return in a single day. Or if he could coax her into dinner or spending some 

time with him the next day, he could stay the night at a local motel, see her again 

the next day, and still get home easily that night. He sorted through a whole raft of 

ways to meet her, some quite far-fetched, if not downright, strange. His thinking 

eventually narrowed down to three goals: one, he wanted to meet her and either ask 

her out directly, or at least set the stage for contacting her later and then asking 

her out; two, he did not want to meet her and ask her out in front of a zillion people; 

and three, he wanted to be able to make it all seem innocent and “just friendly” if it 

looked like it wasn’t going to work—i.e., no “creep factor.” His planning was 

severely constrained by the fact that he did not know what she looked like and 

therefore could not recognize her and by the fact that he did not know her last 

name. 

At one point he called ASAM, explained that he loved their products and 

service, and was going to be in the area soon, and did they have a retail shop, did 

they give tours? The answer was, “No.” They are strictly an Internet and mail order 

business. Their offices and operations are in a small building and not set up for 

tours. “And besides, insurance regulations…, blah, blah, blah.” Doug finally came 

up with two possible plans. With the first, he’d drive to Scranton, arriving around 

3:00 pm, and park near the entrance to ASAM’s parking lot, which he’d seen in 

Google. By arriving at three, he would be in place if the work day ended at four or at 



five. When he saw people leaving the building, he could exit his car and call out to 

them, asking for Maggie. Hopefully, Maggie would be willing to talk to a friendly 

stranger. This plan was tenuous at best, built upon a lot of assumptions that had to 

be correct: that Maggie was working that day, that the workday ended between four 

and five, that all the employees left from a single exit, and that the exit opened onto 

the parking lot. It also assumed that no one would be there waiting to pick up 

Maggie and, finally, that she would speak with him. 

Doug felt his other plan was considerably bolder but had fewer conditions for 

success. He would appear at ASAM’s door with a delivery of flowers for “Maggie in 

Shipping.” He would be required to get her signature for receipt of the flowers. The 

bouquet would come with a note thanking her for her good service, etc., and it would 

have his postal and e-mail addresses. He felt that the success of this plan hinged 

upon the assumption that whoever answered the door would allow Maggie to 

receive and sign for the flowers. He could buy the flowers in or near Scranton, and it 

would not be difficult to create some sort of receipt-of-delivery document. If Maggie 

could sign for the flowers, even if she could not speak with him, he would finally 

know what she looked like and then he could look for her when she left work. Also, 

he might be able to decipher her last name from her signature. If the bosses would 

not let her come out to receive and sign for the flowers, at least she would probably 

get the note and directly respond, thereby opening a channel of communication. 

Doug finally decided that the flower delivery was the better course of action. At 

work the following morning, he asked for next Friday off. 



* * * 

Holding a large bouquet of flowers, Doug knocked on the glass door of the 

main entrance to Asian Specialties and Magic. Through the door he could see a 

middle-aged woman sitting at some sort of reception desk get up and move toward 

the door. She opened it and said, “Yes, sir. How can I help you?” 

“I have a floral delivery for…” He glanced at the clipboard he carried. “a 

‘Maggie’ in your shipping department.” 

“Oh, my. I’ll take them for her, though I’m not sure where to keep them.” 

“I am required to get her signature that they were delivered, ma’am.” 

“Well, I’m afraid that’s not possible. Maggie started her vacation yesterday. 

She and her husband are on their way to the Philippines for two weeks to see their 

newest great grandchild. I’ll be happy to sign for her, and I’ll see that she gets the 

note when she returns. Is that OK?” 

  



 
 

Ocean Drifter by Morgan Shaver 
  



MAILBOXES ARE ALWAYS THE ONLY VICTIMS 

 

by 

 

Ben Hasskamp 

 

 

I’m home from college for Christmas. I don’t know why. College is tedious but 

holidays are ghastly.  

The air is so thick that when I step off the plane, I can barely breathe. My 

friend picks me up from the airport and mentions something about a party near the 

marina. He lights a cigarette, seems strung out. His eyes are glazed, inundated by 

paranoia. He mentions the party again, and I’m not sure if he thinks I didn’t hear or 

immediately forgot he told me. Regardless, he never asks if I want to go, he just 

drives there. His driving is sluggish and he won’t stop talking. I just sit there. 

We arrive at the party and the thick air turns to rain. The place is nice but 

there are too many loud people there. My ears hurt. 

A girl comes up to me at some point and tells me her name. I can’t hear what 

it is but nod anyway. She asks if I want some coke. I tell her no. 

“Where you from?” she asks. 

“Here.” 

“I haven’t seen you around.” 

“I’ve been away.” 

“Whereabouts?” 

The music is so loud, I can barely hear her. “All over.” 

“You’ve been all over?” 



“Yeah.” 

“What about New York? You been to New York?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Paris? I bet you’ve never been to Paris.” 

“Yeah, been there.” 

“Zurich.” 

“Sure.” 

“How ’bout the moon then?” 

“Of course. I go there all the time.” 

She stares at me, doesn’t think I’m funny. We stand there like mannequins, 

listening to the music ten seconds longer than I’d have liked. She asks again if I 

want some coke.  

Can people not hear me?  

I tell her no again, and she wanders off with some other guy. This guy has 

tattoos and muscles and is wearing a spiked collar. He looks sort of like a dog. At 

any moment his mouth could start to foam and his fat tongue will loll out of his 

even fatter mouth. They go into a back room and close the door. Against the sound 

of the music, I don’t hear it close. College seems so far away. 

I go get another drink. A scotch. I don’t drink it; I just wander around with it. 

When the ice melts, I dump out the booze and pour another. 

I hear a chorus of carolers roving through the streets. I think about going 

outside to watch them, but, instead, watch the ice in my cup melt. The sound of the 



carolers fades away, and the party’s droning music reestablishes its reign. 

I see the Coke Girl a little while later. Her eyes are red and angry but 

strangely vacant. She wipes her mouth and licks her lips, makes a sour face.  

The dog collar guy who went with her keeps sniffing and scratching his nose. 

They both look insane. Though I’m sure they’re thinking the same about me. 

I don’t mind. There are worse things than insanity. 

I step out on the balcony and feel the city’s cold, brutal breath. It stops 

raining. I think about lighting a cigarette, realize I don’t have any. I smell the air 

instead, and it hurts my lungs. The entire atmosphere seems foreign. I’m a stranger 

in my own town. This overwhelming desire for exploration wells up in my heart. I 

want to wander, but realize I’m not lost. 

I hang out on the balcony until the party winds down and my friend finds me. 

He’s with Coke Girl. I don’t see the guy with the dog collar and realize my friend 

has now become the insane one. He tells me she’s coming back with us. I shrug and 

she reintroduces herself, offers me coke again. I tell her no. She says her name 

again, but I still don’t hear it. She’ll always be Coke Girl to me.  

They tell me they’re going to pull the car around front. My friend is 

stumbling and I wonder who’s going to drive.  

Not long after, I see his car come around the corner. Whoever’s behind the 

wheel is driving erratically. The car swerves, straightens, then veers into a mailbox. 

The mailbox tips over and letters spill everywhere. Sparks spew up from between 

the metal and concrete. A fine mist of steam leaks out from under the car’s hood. A 



gust of wind races up the street and carries some of the letters away. I wonder 

where those letters were going. 

My friend gets out of the driver’s seat, starts to yell. He’s too far away for me 

to untangle his mess of words, but I can tell he’s irate. Coke Girl gets out of the car 

and he starts yelling at her, spewing irrational accusations as his pale face flushes.  

She yells back, also indecipherable. 

In spite of the steam, his car doesn’t look too bad. The mailbox took the brunt 

of it. 

My friend yells something that sounds like “bitch” and then doubles over and 

vomits.  

Coke Girl screams as if she’s never seen anyone puke before. She covers her 

mouth, leans over, and retches. 

I wonder where the dog collar guy is. He doesn’t know it, but he sure lucked 

out.  

A few minutes later Coke Girl and my friend get back in the car and drive 

away. I guess they forgot about me. The cops never come. A group of college kids 

pass by the letters, but they’re too drunk to notice. Nobody pays too much attention 

to a broken mailbox. 

I light another cigarette and immediately stub it out. I realize I don’t even 

like smoking. I light another and stub that one out. This goes on for a while. 

I look back inside and realize more people are leaving. After a while everyone 

has left. The host of the party comes and asks when I’m going to go. I don’t answer. 



I keep staring out at the city, transfixed. She gets annoyed and makes some veiled 

threat about going to get her boyfriend. I wonder if it’s dog collar guy.  

Still, I don’t leave.  

She heads off yelling the name Joe or John or Jay or some combination of all 

three. Her boyfriend never comes and I’m not surprised. Even her nonexistent 

boyfriend has better things to do. 

The city is quiet and I savor the fact that the party’s dead. I see the bridge in 

the distance and think I see somebody readying to jump. There is a shadow moving 

across the beams, steady, unwavering, as if the shadow has done this a thousand 

times before. I squint through the fog just as the shadow jumps from the bridge’s 

lower beam. I wait and wait and wait, but don’t see a splash. The wind kicks up and 

carries a few more letters away. I convince myself the shadow was just my 

imagination. Besides, shadows can’t kill themselves. 

I take a cab home, and the cabbie asks me which way to take. I tell him I’m 

not sure and he says it’s gonna cost me. I keep repeating the address, and he closes 

the divider between the front and back seats. He turns up the radio, and I listen to 

the ramblings of some lyricist I’ve never heard of.  

I get home and my father is waiting up for me. He launches a lecture about 

responsibility and respect, but I can’t stop thinking about the shadow on the bridge. 

How lucky it must be to be a shadow, I realize as spittle flies from my father’s 

mouth. His eyes look as insane as my friend’s, as Coke Girl’s, as dog collar guy’s, 

and as the boyfriend-less party-thrower’s. I think he’s about ready to have an 



aneurysm when he pours himself a scotch and settles down next to me. His hands 

are shaking. 

“You have a good flight?” he asks. 

I shrug. 

“Sorry I couldn’t pick you up.” 

I shrug again. 

He downs his scotch and goes to bed. I watch the remaining ice in his glass 

melt before going to bed myself. 

The next morning I peruse the newspaper to see if anyone offed themselves. I 

don’t see anything and I’m not sure if I’m glad or not. I turn on the news, but all the 

anchors are talking about are the weather, the high school Class 5A state football 

results, and a young boy with autism who saved a cat from a storm drain. A fireman 

is patting the boy on the head. The boy holds the cat close to his chest but doesn’t 

seem too pleased. 

I turn off the TV and go outside to check the mail, but the postman hasn’t 

come. It must be Sunday. Or the holiday has finally arrived. Or maybe it was the 

postman who jumped from that bridge. 

Either way, the mail isn’t coming. 

  



UNREQUITED 
 

by 

 

Ben Kingsley 

 

 

In ninth grade I would have sworn to you that Mexico was the beach-bound 

country where a sun goddess stooped down to bless all the little mamitas with a 

strange, dark beauty. George, my best friend and bus buddy, contended I was 

describing Greece, as his father was from the Greek Islands and said many similar 

things about the women there. But amidst a bus full of Amandas, Rebeccas, and 

Bethanys, the only beauty I saw was in Angelica. Once I sat next to her on the bus: 

George said by accident; I said by fate. That’s how I knew she smelled like cocoa 

butter and cigarettes and picked under her fingernails with a blue mechanical 

pencil. She’d missed too much school and sat in the front as punishment, so I’d 

memorized the dark curls falling down the back of her head, crazy thick, thick like I 

could lose my glasses in them. George stared too, but he said he just wanted to be 

friends with Angelica. Once George told me his parents were going to get a divorce a 

year before it ever happened, so I believed him when he said the just friends thing. 

I’d been talking about Angelica for months, and George was by my side listening.  

George Panagos has always had my back. He was lanky, lean, and already 

had a thin brown moustache wriggling above his upper lip. After school he worked 

at his father’s restaurant, Patrino, surrounded by tall waitresses. He said he’d even 

seen a couple servers making love to their boyfriends in the back, and I asked him if 

it happens like in health class: a plug into an outlet. He said it’s much faster with 



less kissing and never happens naked. I’m not sure if I believe him. George is on top 

of everything, and I’ve been his best friend since kindergarten. He wrestles for the 

school, and they say he slams the other boys onto the mat like they stole something 

from him, but I can’t remember anything ever being taken away from George. The 

Panagos family had a lot of money. Kids at school said Mr. Panagos was a mobster, 

“The Scarface of San Benito,” but that sounded like a lot of horse shit to me. Mr. 

Panagos was a nice man. He gave me two, crisp twenty-dollar bills every birthday. 

On top of that, he’s great friends with my dad. He stops by once a week to check on 

us and ruffles my father’s hair like he’s a younger brother.  

Sometimes I go with my father to pick George up after practice. We leave the 

sofa with the TV still tuned to professional wrestling: The Big Show with his hand 

around some poor brown man’s throat, and I ask my father why we pick up George 

from practice instead of Mr. Panagos, and he says what’s owed between men is 

owed. I have no idea what that means. We pull up in a white Chevrolet, and I see 

the girls giggling as George waits on the curb in his singlet. He says they’re ’miring 

the male Adonis. They were. As for me, about once a year a shy girl I didn’t know 

would tap me on the shoulder and tell me I had a pretty face, but I would trade in 

this face—a snap of the fingers and it’s yours—for a body like George’s. In the 

cafeteria he reads Muscle and Fitness magazine. We don’t sit together anymore 

since starting high school. He has to sit with his wrestling buddies, and I totally 

understand that. From where I’m set up in the corner, it looks like they do a lot of 

howling and butt slapping, so it’s probably best he hasn’t asked me to sit with them. 



This way no one lays a hand on either of my cartons of chocolate milk. 

* * * 

On the bus, two blond girls in front of us bickered about something I couldn’t 

hear. One of them turned around, Stacey, I think her name was. “Are you George’s 

boyfriend?” Her friend screeched laughter out the window.  

My ears felt warm and my scalp was like an ant hill. “I think George is 

dating a junior on the volleyball team?” George didn’t tell me about these things, 

but I thought I’d overheard one of his friends bring it up. What felt like a long time 

ago, at late-night sleepovers, George used to ask me if I ever had dreams about 

kissing my dad, and I told him “no, just my mom”—and I think that solidarity made 

him feel better.  

George made a kissy face at me, then smiled at the girls, and we all laughed 

together.  

The girl with her head out the window brought it back in and pointed a finger 

at George’s Roman nose, “Wrestling is so gay, you rub up against another boy and, 

like, grab at his crotch.” 

“I wouldn’t mind rubbing up against you, pretty baby.” George didn’t break 

eye contact, and she grabbed onto the patchwork of brown seat in front of her, eyes 

now ahead.  

So, I’d made Angelica this ashtray in metalworking. George said she’d hate it. 

It was small and black, and I knew he was wrong. I showed him how its gloss 

reflected shafts of afternoon light from the smeared, rectangular bus windows. I told 



him how I polished it for hours at my desk with a clump of steel wool.  

When I brought it out to show him, he grabbed it out of my hands and threw 

it to the front. Blamed it all on me. “It’s his art project, he threw it,” George said 

when the bus driver with the collection of NASCAR hats pulled to the side of the 

road and called us to the front. At first I protested, but then I caught on to George’s 

subtle plan. Thank God for best friends. Tomorrow I would be sitting next to 

Angelica. 

So I was fifteen minutes early to the bus stop that morning. The sun was 

already hot in my black hair, but I wore this blue-and-gray-striped sweater anyway. 

I organized my wardrobe not by color, size, or function, but from least compliments 

to most. I kept a tally sheet in an old roll-top desk of who had complimented what 

article of clothing and when. This sweater was at the top of the list. When I sat 

down next to Angelica, would she notice I smelled rugged, classic, and cool? 

Abercrombie Fierce? I hoped so, because I hid that bottle of cologne from my father 

for weeks. Those forty-four dollars didn’t just disappear from his wallet unnoticed. 

“If I find out you stole that money, boy, I will bury your ass in the ground.”  

The way he said “in the ground” made me think of Sacred Heart Church 

Cemetery, only a couple blocks from my house, my hands buried in dirt where my 

mother churns herself into oil, feeding the thirsty flowers laid on top of her every 

weekend. Sometimes I drag my dirty fingernails so hard across my forearms they 

bleed. And I feel better. I think of my mother when I get nervous, like before 

speeches, or when I sit next to Angelica.  



“It’s the memory of the trauma that haunts us. Control the memory, baby 

boy,” repeated my mother years ago, always full of words, lying next to my father 

always full of actions. It was relaxing massaging the oil into her legs, around the 

psoriasis, while she petted my head with the back of her curled hand. I was helping 

her get better. She used to talk and talk.  

I stood at the bus stop and rubbed the back of my thighs, smelling phantom 

Vaseline. I think my mother could have given Angelica some great advice about how 

to keep from getting sick all the time, if they ever would have met. The bus 

squeaked to a halt in front of me. I chewed on the arm strap of my backpack and 

grabbed onto the rail and climbed up each step. 

“Sit behind me,” said the driver with big hat that said “Bud: KING OF 

BEERS.”  

I looked for the clue of brown skin and gold lip gloss. But she was nowhere. 

On the way to school, I heard girls behind me chatting in breathy bursts about 

Angelica having gone to the nurse days before for an unknown ailment and days 

before that to the guidance counselor for something I could only guess at. I turned 

around to glare at the two girls responsible, and they glared back. 

I kept a lookout for Angelica the whole day. Maybe she came late, so I went to 

the bathroom each period, turning corners, squinting my eyes to listen for the clack-

clack her boots made on linoleum. The ashtray was light in my jean pocket. 

High school gym class was great until we starting wrestling. Swimming, 

snorkeling, and canoeing—that was my jam. But this sweaty, tangled mess of 



pushing another, equally unenthusiastic teen around—well, that’s forty-five 

concentrated minutes of hell.  

The gymnasium was crowded with kids, George included, and we rolled out 

giant blue mats. Coach blew his whistle and shouted, “Double-leg takedown.” I 

hugged my partner around the knees, and he fell to the mat without the slightest 

push. The whistle blew again, this time at a cluster of girls laughing and pulling at 

each other by the far side of the gym. I sat and stretched. Why were girls always 

laughing?  

Angelica walked in. She made the gray T-shirt and red shorts uniform look, 

well, you know. The little shorts were folded so many times at the top, it looked like 

she was wearing bathing suit bottoms and I could see the belly-button ring poking 

through her shirt. She was chewing gum and said something to the teacher while 

she handed him a hall pass. I shot George a smile and winked. He didn’t see me, but 

I know he saw her too.  

I don’t need to tell you, I raced to my backpack for the ashtray, touched 

Angelica’s wrist, placed the rectangle in her palm, came undone with joy as she 

smiled, and said, “What’s this?” I put my thumb and forefinger to my lips. She knew 

what I meant. 

I need to tell you that I could see hope behind her chintzy smear of amber eye 

shadow—a woman who had something going on behind her eyes, not blind yet to 

the glare of our monochrome lives. Hope that she was done with all those muscled 

motherfuckers. I chose to believe every bad thing I’d ever heard happened to her. 



Ricky who drove away, left her on the side of San Benito street to walk four miles 

home in the dark, barefoot and alone; Daniel, who stole three hundred dollars from 

her grandfather’s desk so that he could enroll in junior college classes that he would 

never take; Wes, who pulled her into a threesome and when she refused, slapped 

her face so hard that not even the layered foundation she wore on her right cheek 

for weeks could mask the rape-red blossom of a bruise; and Nick, who I don’t want 

to talk about. Here I was, making it right. 

I was still holding Angelica’s hand when George tackled me to the ground. 

My head hit first and what wasn’t black was a sharp sound, a forearm over my face 

shoving my nose into my brain. I gurgled blood on my back and tasted wet rust.  

The coach pushed George off. “Good cross face, George,” he said, “you—Black 

Hair—go see the nurse.” 

I lay on the ground longer than I should have. When I came back to the gym, 

everyone was gone, changing, going home. There was blood splatter on my collar, 

and I massaged my thighs as I bent down to pick up the little black ashtray, alone 

on the ground.  

* * * 

When I got home, my father told me to sit down on the footstool next to him, 

while he ate from a large crystal dish of olives, some of which I’d had earlier. They 

tasted like soft nickels, but he had almost eaten the entire dish. The TV was on, and 

he never looked directly at me, but saw my face was a smear of blues. “Get him in a 

corner and get in close, and while he’s sitting there you tee off on those ribs and 



kidneys until he pisses blood. He’ll be wincing, moving slow, and then you take his 

head off.” 

“Thanks,” I said, and he waved me away. My father, always full of actions.  

The next morning I waited for the bus and left before it pulled up. The day 

was the color of pigeons, and my heart beat like it was the only thing inside me. My 

knuckles rapped the ashtray in my pocket for the eleven miles it took to walk to 

school. I came in smelling like dew and dirt and walked into the bathroom late 

enough for lunch. My face looked like the rag George’s father used to wipe down 

barstools, so I dunked my head under the faucet. I heard them walking down the 

hall. 

“Smell my fingers, bro; now that’s what a woman smells like.” 

“George, get that shit outta my face.” 

“Whatever. Later. I’ve gotta piss.” When George walked into the restroom, I 

was already waiting behind the door.  

* * * 

The doctors said George would be blind in his right eye for the rest of his life. 

And I didn’t understand then with the ashtray heavy in my hand and the back of 

George’s head in the other that what’s owed between men is owed. George’s father 

owed us nothing, but we owed him everything. I fought George between bathroom 

stalls and the dirty porcelain walls like something had been stolen from me, 

something I would never get back.  

His head in my lap, hair in my hands, I mumbled down to him crouched on 



the tile slick with sweat and streaked blood. 

“George.” I groped at the buttons on his shirt. “I was going to wait for you in 

the lockers—talk to you after practice—figure out.” He started screaming, and I ran. 

* * * 

My father came home the next night, his face like a clown mask in the 

moonlight and his shirt the color of cut salmon. I dragged him inside. 

* * * 

When my mother had her second stroke, the doctors had come in black shirts 

with white lapels, sold snake oils, and racked up bills. Mr. Panagos was there when 

it happened, bare-chested in an unbuttoned flannel shirt, and he put his overgrown 

hand on my father’s shoulder. He took away our medical bills, said everything 

would be, “OK, OK.” He folded each blue printout into a square and placed them in 

his shirt pocket, then nodded to my father as he walked out our kitchen door. “You 

will pay me back after she gets better, I know.” Mr. Panagos was there again when 

my father got off work, the night after I blinded his oldest boy. I imagined him 

waiting outside the distillery where my father worked with other men, with bats, in 

well-worn boots that fell heavy in the night.  

* * * 

On my mother’s porous gravestone, in weathered letters it is written: “Grief 

demands an answer. Sometimes there isn’t one.” I sit there sometimes even now, 

kids of my own, back in San Benito—home again after many years—kicking at the 

dirt and ripping out weeds. I wonder about George, what happened to him, how he’s 



doing, who he’s with. Who knows.  

Me and Pops moved up to northern California a few weeks after the fight, a 

few weeks after I spent the night rechecking the locked door, and rubbing my thighs 

in the family room chair while I waited for him to call for liquor and more liquor 

from the shelf as he squirmed belly up and bloodied. My father sold our house to 

Mr. Panagos a few weeks after that. A few more weeks and I started school 

somewhere else. 

  



CHARLIE-BOY 
 

by 

 

Brett Seekford 

 

 

She thought the surgery would solve all of her problems. The walls of the 

tavern still looked the same to her though. The leather bar seat still felt the same. 

Her reflection in the mirror even somehow looked the same. She placed her hands 

between her thighs. Had the bar always been this cold? 

The balding, middle-aged bartender took a look at her. “You new to these 

parts, sweetheart?” 

She blushed. “No, no, I’m not.” 

“Can I ask your name?” He pulled a shot glass out from under the bar like a 

magician, flipping it in the air before delicately placing it on the surface of the 

wooden table. 

“Charley. Short for Charlotte.” 

“Shot of tequila coming right up, Charley!” He dashed away. 

She detested tequila, but she was too surprised that Marty didn’t remember 

her that she forgot to object. She knew he wouldn’t recognize her, but something in 

her hoped he would. Her hands were still pressed between her legs, warming up. 

The emptiness she felt inside was all-consuming. She was going to get drunk. 

Three shots. Her vision was beginning to blur. “Five more!” 

Marty heard her from the other side of the bar. “Dang, girl can drink!” He 

smiled, bringing her five shot glasses of tequila. 



She was beginning to tolerate the bitter taste. She quickly emptied each 

glass, feeling the liquid travel down her body like the flow of the Nile River. Playing 

with her long blond locks, she spun around on the barstool. She touched her face, 

feeling the smoothness that defined it. Her high cheekbones were her new favorite 

feature. Her body suddenly felt whole. She felt young. Fuck them. She was young. 

She wished someone would tell her that. Tell her that she was sexy, 

charming, desirable. 

A man who looked to be in his mid-thirties walked toward Charley. Was this 

her white knight? He was relatively tall with black hair, a chiseled jawline, and a 

naturally tanned complexion that would make George Hamilton jealous. The 

alcohol brought a silly smile to Charley’s face. “Hi. Are you OK?” he asked in a thick 

English accent. He placed a hand on her thigh, and she noticed his biceps. 

Charley clasped his hand, lifting their arms into the air. “I’m perfect!” she 

said. She stood up to both lower and draw attention to her blood-red dress. “What’s 

your name?” she slurred. 

He chuckled. “James.” 

“I’m Charley—let’s dance!” she said. Charley pulled him onto the slab of 

concrete that made up the dance floor. He pulled her close as she backed up into his 

crotch. A feeling of uneasiness broke through her alcoholic dam. She looked out 

across the bar. All of the chairs at each table were turned toward her, drunken eyes 

penetrating her skin. A back window showed the freeing clutches of the outside 

world. And her old barstool wasn’t too far away. Marty was making a mixed drink. 



It was safe there. Why had she left? She felt unsure of herself as James touched her 

hips. The audience’s eyes told her they knew. She felt like a zoo animal. She ran. 

After pushing her way through several people, she found herself outside. She 

pulled a box of cigarettes out of her bra and lit one. It shook violently between her 

fingers. Leaning up against the brick wall of the tavern, she let herself slide to the 

sidewalk pavement and stared up at the stars. They seemed disjointed tonight, not 

in their usual clusters. The longer she stared, the more it seemed one star in 

particular stood apart from the rest. A dark abyss consumed the solitary star—an 

upside-down ravine that was both inescapably frightening and maddeningly 

stunning. It enveloped her. Her eyes closed. 

A hand began shaking her shoulder. “What?” she snapped. 

It was James. If that was even his real name. He sat down beside her. “I just 

wanted to check on you. You ran away pretty fast. I thought we were having fun…” 

She cut him off. “You’re wrong. It was too hot, too manic in there.” 

He nodded, staring for a long time at Charley in silence. “I get it. You just 

wanted some fresh air. I’ll stay here with you.” 

“Do what you want.” 

They turned to face the traffic on the street in front of them. Cars zoomed 

past, their wheels like tiny tornadoes as they spun against the road. The dizzying 

array of vehicles began to make Charley feel sick to her stomach; the tequila was 

catching up with her. But she knew she couldn’t vomit in front of James. She could 

still see him out of the corner of her eye. He wasn’t leaving. Why? Charley felt 



nervous and pressed her dead cigarette out on the sidewalk. She gave in and placed 

her head against James’ rounded shoulder. “Tell me about yourself.” 

James placed his arm around her. “I was born in London to an annoyingly 

conservative family. I’ve led a largely sheltered life so I came to Maryland for 

graduate school. I thought the States would give me some culture. I like to think of 

myself as an old soul,” he said. A smirk came to his face as his head fell onto 

Charley’s. 

Charley didn’t respond. She had never felt in sync with another human being 

before. Did he actually want to get to know her? Did he want to spend time with 

her? Did he truly find her attractive? She wasn’t sure. After several minutes of 

listening to the whipping wind of the traffic, she managed to say, “You’re not as bad 

as I thought.” 

“I have that effect on a lot of people, you know?” 

She rolled her eyes. “What do you say we go around back and talk?” she 

asked. “Maybe we can get to know each other.” 

“I’d love that.” 

They stood up and walked behind the building. The area was incredibly 

private but not intimate. Cylindrical metal trash cans blocked the back door, sitting 

atop an old wooden porch. A largely empty shed was located near the edge of the 

property. It had a red roof and discolored siding. Charley and James both decided to 

talk in the shed. 

As they entered the small shelter, they looked around. Other than tools 



adorning one of the walls, two empty boxes that once held dishwasher detergent sat 

on the floor. A framed image of a clown also hung above a circular window caked in 

dust. Charley was disturbed by the clown’s thick eyebrows and mocking smile. She 

avoided its gaze. 

James sat across from Charley, the clown looking down at him. “What are we 

doing?” He laughed. 

Charley stood back up. “This is our private dance floor. What are you doing?” 

James rose, moving toward Charley and grabbing her hips. Music from the 

bar could still be heard in the shed. They swayed back and forth. The tequila was 

wearing off, but Charley wasn’t as tense. As they picked up where they left off, she 

allowed James to explore her body. His hands traveled from her breasts to her 

groin. She looked up at him to notice a look of puzzlement, one she had seen on 

more than one occasion that night. It was the sort of look someone gave when they 

saw a car run a red light. He looked confused. Something in Charley told her to 

embrace it. 

She broke away from James, turning around to unbutton his shirt. She began 

to take off his pants when he reached for her dress. As she dragged his pants off of 

his body, she backed away. Walking over to the shed wall, she seductively removed 

her dress and proceeded to take off her red lace underwear. Her clothing sat in a 

pile to her side, looking like a puddle of blood. A feeling of confidence—the glow of 

feeling desired—overshadowed any instinct for self-restraint. 

Fuck you. This is me. I’m beautiful. You were wrong, wrong, wrong… 



Charley stared at James, expressionless. But James’ eyes didn’t meet 

Charley’s. He was transfixed by the cyclops affronting him. For a second, did he 

think he saw the satanic serpent of the Garden of Eden? Charley could tell he was 

uncertain, maybe frightened. Instead of speaking, she removed her black bra to 

expose two milky-white breasts. She would find voice in this new body. 

Standing against the opposite wall, James seemed a mile away now as he 

surveyed every inch of Charley’s smooth, hairless skin. “Turn around.” 

She did as he commanded. His large hands were soon wrapped around her 

thin hips, and he entered her from the back. Her eyes squeezed shut as she tried to 

bask in glory that was desirability. But she couldn’t escape the past. As their bodies 

folded together, Charley’s mind entered strange places: The image of her distant 

parents, alone in an Indianapolis condominium, a Bible on the table between their 

living room chairs. Pictures of little league baseball games adorning the walls. A 

room in the basement still decorated for a teenager, complete with posters of Farrah 

Fawcett and Lynda Carter. Rows of trees outside, obscuring the view of the house 

from the main road. And a framed photograph in the attic of a young boy with a 

crew cut in a striped collared shirt. The caption written in cursive underneath that 

reads “Charlie-Boy.” 

Charley’s eyes sprung open as their bodies disconnected. She cringed as he 

slipped out of her, completing the transaction on her bare back. The shed wall 

supported her head as her blond hair shrouded her face. After finding the courage to 

turn around, she sat on the floor and looked up at James. His eyes were closed as he 



gasped for air. She watched him. 

After he recovered, he turned around and rustled around in the back pocket 

of his jeans. He turned to face Charley, handing her a crisp one-hundred dollar bill. 

Sweat dripped from his temple as he pushed back his black hair. An innocent look 

came across his face as he looked down at her. “Thanks,” he said.  

Charley blinked repeatedly. She couldn’t think of the words to say. A cold 

chill came down her spine. How could she now feel more distant from him than 

ever? Her previous confidence vanished as she took the money. 

James dressed himself in a corner of the shed. He turned around and 

prepared to exit, waving awkwardly at Charley. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 

He raised an eyebrow. “There’s only so much culture a man can take in one 

night.” 

As he walked out of the shed, Charley sat upright against the wall. She could 

hear Amy Winehouse’s “Love Is A Losing Game” playing from the bar. The night 

was coming to a close. Staring down at the one-hundred dollar bill, Charley’s eyes 

welled up with tears. She began violently ripping the money as tears rolled down 

her cheeks. She was young. This body was right. She looked up at the picture of the 

clown. But were her parents ultimately wrong? She thought of James. For some 

reason, she wasn’t sure if she was still human. 

  



TIN CAN PHONE CALL 
 

I held her there, three and a half feet 

from the ground, all the while 

she stroked the breeze with her short nails. 

I admired the way her feet lashed out. 

As I brought my ear to her tin can nose, 

a soft wheeze escaped from her rusted lips 

while she opened her beak to exhale. 

 

I raised her to eye level 

and gazed at the small, intricate weave 

of her shell. The orange hue of her eyes 

gleamed back at me. 

The sheer determination in this turtle to escape 

was enormous. Eight soil-coated claws 

attempted to grasp my fingers 

and rip away from my grip. 

Even her funnel-shaped tail squirmed behind her 

as she continued to pry herself free. 

 

How could it be, I thought, 

that one six-inch long box turtle 

covered in the musk of soil and wet leaves 

had a more steel-bound will 

and sense of iron-clad belonging 

than I could ever bring myself 

to uphold? 

 

This strange creature had inspired me, 

and I loved the way her flawed armor 

glinted in the sun. I wanted to hold her 

and keep her from the world. 

But she was young and beautiful, 

and her energy was contagious, 

 

so I let her go. 

 

—Kathleen Beetner 

  



RETREAT 
 

by 

 

Kathryn Brown Ramsperger 

 

 

Dianna wakes up screaming. She is still mumbling to someone, holding a 

dream conversation. Beside her in bed, her boyfriend Danson is shaking her. She 

sits, dazed, in the glow of the ever-present television screen that helps Danson 

sleep.  

“You were speaking another language,” he says. “You’re completely soaked.” 

He strokes her hair and clutches her tight against him. She pulls the blanket up 

from the bottom of the bed, pulls it up all the way over their heads. He feels her face 

and strokes it as though feeling for tears.  

Instead of shedding tears, she begins to gasp. Her face is wet with sweat, 

droplets of cold seawater. Shudders run up and down the entire longitude of her 

body. He pulls her closer. He smells like the orchid bulbs they had been potting that 

afternoon, and she can smell the chlorine in her hair from her laps in the pool, their 

only form of exercise in the dead of winter. He brushes a wisp of hair out of her 

mouth, where a strand always stays. 

The dream is always the same. She stands in a church; it’s someone’s 

wedding day. Bright white flowers line the altar, the pews, the aisle, the darkened 

windows. The room is dark but so white that she cannot see. She walks down the 

aisle, stepping over lilies and roses, sometimes smashing one underfoot. She is 

white too, whiter than her skin. Then just as suddenly, the aisle turns red, and she 



is walking on carpet. She trudges through the red to a high altar. She is cold, hot, 

cold again. She tries to get to the altar, but she feels a current of air pushing her 

back with each step. 

The altar stretches up like the Tower of Babel, high into the sky, and the 

church is gone, opening up to a lightning-red sky. She wants to find a taxi or a 

phone, but all she can see is the straight line to the altar, peaking up into the 

infinite horizon. Panic surges through her, then the panic becomes a person, or 

something that looks like a person. It is almost invisible in the strong colors that 

surround it. It is tall and dark, with a habit and a hood.  

She starts to speak and cannot understand the words that come from her 

mouth. She says them in a rhythm, “Boom, boom, boom, boom.” She knows they will 

change her, even though she does not know their meaning. She closes her eyes to 

blot out the harsh colors, but the words keep coming. They sear her tongue and 

throat. 

The dark form lifts her veil. Only now does she understand that it is she who 

is getting married. A bolt of light and energy shoots between the form and Dianna. 

It burns and disables her.  

“Dear God,” she prays, “don’t let it take off its hood.” Yet she knows already 

that it will. And here it comes. Its face—if that is what it is—is covered in boils and 

deep caverns. Black eyes with violet centers jut out of its skull-head, matted with 

blood and slime. It begins to spit blood, its fingernails tearing into her fingers. It 

screams, and she screams. Everything turns to bright-red blood.  



Danson shakes his head as she tells him her dream. “Dianna,” he says, as he 

rubs his hand on her leg, only half listening. “What’s this from?” He points at a scar 

in the shape of a teardrop on her thigh. 

She doesn’t answer at first, and he presses against it with his finger. The 

pressure says that it is OK to tell him, to share this part of herself that she has 

closed off the past few years. She has a vague recollection that her mother would be 

telling her to wait to tell him about this dream until after the next morning’s 

breakfast to prevent it from coming true. Her mother would also beat her to a pulp 

if she knew she was telling anyone who caused this scar. She tells Danson so, and 

he laughs his real laugh, pushes her down with a real kiss, and makes the colors 

disappear. “You don’t have to worry about your mother anymore,” he says. “You 

have yourself now.”  

So she tells him about the scar. It’s the size of a penny and in the shape of a 

teardrop. She says her mother put it there once, that she didn’t know her own 

strength, that her fingernails were very long and sharp, that it had been an 

accident. She watches his eyes for any change in attitude.  

“Did she hit you then?” he asks, and his voice cracks.  

She tells him the story, at least the parts she remembers. “My mother told 

me not to get around the boy next door because he had chicken pox. He came up to 

the window in the front of her house. I told him to go away, and he wouldn’t. That’s 

when Mama came in. She thought I had disobeyed her.” 

“It wasn’t that bad, really,” she says. “It’s just a little scar after all. She didn’t 



mean to hurt me.” She can tell by Danson’s expression that he doesn’t believe her, 

so she adds, “much.” 

“God,” is all that Danson says. He holds her close, and she knows this is what 

a baby feels like when it is loved. 

She knows the dream will return, but for now she is safe in bed with Danson, 

in their little bedroom, under the quilt her gran made for her. He holds her until he 

seems to share her shudders. It will be daylight in a few hours; she can hear the 

man upstairs walking back and forth, home from the night shift. Her gown becomes 

silky again, her body cool, her hand warm in Danson’s. They fall asleep listening to 

each other’s breath. 

* * * 

The band plays Coltrane. Not one of Danson’s favorites, but at least it’s jazz. 

The piano player has long, brownish-black hair, and her skin is the color of earth. 

Her hands are artist’s hands, square with long fingers. She has a tigereye on her 

second finger. Dianna can tell she bites her nails. The band leader introduces her to 

them, and her voice is full of gravel.  

Danson buys her a drink, and she joins them at their table. Her name is Kat. 

She is from the West Coast. Dianna watches Danson’s eyes light up, and she wishes 

she were traveled, worldly, and a musician. She wishes she had artist’s hands, like 

this girl. She wishes she could walk up and take over a conversation in a voice full 

of gravel.  

When they get home that night, Dianna pushes Danson up against the living 



room wall and kisses him until he moans that she is hurting him. She kisses him 

until she forgets about that pianist, Kat. 

The next night Danson and Dianna argue about color. Maybe it’s because 

they are tired from the night before. Maybe they drank too much. They have strong 

ideas about the color of the sky and the odd tree that stands near the brick wall of 

their apartment complex. They argue about what colors go together as they plan 

their living room decor. Then they begin to argue about the number of colors in a 

rainbow and in a prism.  

The subject shifts to Dianna’s wardrobe. “I don’t think you can tell the 

difference between navy and light blue,” Danson chides. “I doubt that dark blue 

even exists for you. And you still have that awful baby blue outfit.” 

Dianna walks out on him, slamming the door, and walks to the end of the 

parking lot and back, comes back in. “Sorry,” she says. 

They make up with Danson reading from a new short story, a fatalistic 

modern-day Hansel and Gretel. Then he takes Narcissus and Goldmund down from 

the shelf. “Have you read this?” he asks.  

Dianna nods yes. She is too tired from the argument to even speak. She read 

it for class two years ago.  

“Which one do you think you are?” Danson asks.  

Dianna gives the matter long thought before she answers. She pulls the 

green shag rug through her fingers. “I am Goldmund, and you are Narcissus,” she 

says.  



“Wrong!” Danson raises his voice in admonition. “It is the other way around.”  

“It’s been a while since I read it.” Dianna looks down and picks at the skin 

around a fingernail until it begins to bleed.  

“No matter.” Danson looks as though he will crack a sarcastic joke with his 

next breath.  

“No matter,” Dianna responds. “No matter.” She wants to shout that it does 

matter what she thinks, but she can already feel his distance. “It truly doesn’t 

matter. Everyone is everyone else in some way anyway.”  

His eyes melt into green globes. “Yes,” he says. “Yes, Dianna, you always get 

it right eventually. I love you.” He comes and touches the top of her head, kisses her 

forehead, goes to prepare dinner. She sits for a moment before joining him in the 

kitchen, which already smells of curry. All is well. 

* * * 

That’s why his distance over the next two months is so peculiar. He is 

interviewing in New York frequently, so that’s understandable. Yet he comes home 

late from his job, and she can tell he is lying about where he has been.  

At winter’s first thaw, he takes her to the town cemetery. They walk around 

looking at graves. Danson lies down on a plot, measuring himself against it. “Why 

were graves this small back then?” he asks, as he tries to squeeze himself between 

head markers. “Maybe people exhale size along with their last breath. Losing 

mortgage payments and Sunday clothes would certainly make me lighter.”  

“Don’t, Danson,” Dianna sighs. She tiptoes around the plot, careful not to 



step on the part that might contain any human remains. “How would you like it if 

someone lay on top of you?” She shudders as she thinks about all the cracked bones 

and dust lying underneath them. 

A smirk spreads across his face, and she slaps at his arm but misses. He is 

too low, and she does not want to lose her balance and land on another grave. He’s 

been acting like this a lot lately, and she wonders why his smart-aleck side has 

returned. 

He sits up and points at the stream running through the cemetery. “There’s a 

story about that island down there,” he says. 

Dianna cannot imagine what “island” he is pointing to. She finally pinpoints 

a small piece of land about the size of someone’s backyard. “Yes?” she asks, her 

interest caught now. 

“A family of eight lived on that island for forty years,” Danson says. 

“No!” She feigns shock, puts her hand over her mouth, and he cracks up. 

“True as the hair on my back,” he says, and she laughs now, because it is a 

mutual joke between them. Danson has no hair on his back. She goes over and rubs 

his shoulders. “I like your back all the same,” she says. 

He jumps up and pulls something, wrapped in gold paper, out of the inside 

pocket of his trench coat.  

She raises her eyebrows, asking a silent question. A gift? 

He walks back toward her and kneels. He looks down at the ground. “You 

know I love you, Dianna,” he says. She touches his chin, but he continues to look 



down.  

“I thought this was an appropriate place for this gift,” he says. “By the water, 

lots of tall grass to roll around in, birds trilling their love songs.” He says the words, 

but he does not look up. Something is not right. He is being sarcastic. By now, he 

should be showing her the twinkle in his eyes, full of sardonic gall.  

She gulps and tears off the paper. 

Of course, inside is a book. It is a very strange book though. It is a book full of 

cartoons, each cartoon showing the evolution of a relationship. In the front he has 

inscribed, “To Narcissus, From Your Narcissus.” A breeze that smells like winter 

passes through the graves, and she shivers.  

“What is this?” she asks. 

“It’s our relationship,” he answers. “Read it and learn. I’m sorry, Dianna. I 

really tried.” 

He walks away, his hands stuffed in his deep pockets, wide shoulders 

hunched over his angular body.  

She does not move for a moment. Then she flips the pages, searching for some 

clarification. She doesn’t bother with words; the pictures are enough. She gets it on 

the last five pages. She sees the couple arguing. Next page, the man is flirting with 

another woman. Next page, the couple is hugging and crying. Next page, the man is 

packing. The final page shows the woman alone.  

Oh, she thinks. How silly of me!   

“At least I finally get it now. Why?” she mouths. She knows it is over, but she 



does not understand why. 

He stands rigid. His sarcastic grin has returned. 

“That woman?” she asks. She advances toward him. 

“No,” he answers and backs away. 

“My weight? I’m working on these last ten pounds.” 

“No,” he says again, a bit louder. 

“My family!” she shouts, certain this is the answer. 

“No,” he shouts back. “It’s not you. It’s me. Come on, Dianna. You’re about to 

graduate anyway. You’re moving on. I’m moving on.” 

Why does he have to give her this trite excuse? Why didn’t she see this 

coming from the beginning? She goes to him now to hold him, but he turns away. 

“Time to go,” he says. 

“You go ahead,” she says. “I’ll call someone to pick me up.”  

He doesn’t hesitate, and she watches him walk away with a vigorous step, 

never looking back to determine if she will change her mind. She is reeling, and her 

stomach feels as though he has punched her. Why did she ever think anyone could 

love her? She drops between graves and wraps her arms around her knees. It 

doesn’t matter if she is sitting on a dead person now. It feels like she is one of them. 

She sticks her finger down her throat. That helps a little. She does it again 

and again until her stomach calms. There, it feels better now. At least it makes her 

feel like she might live. 

* * * 



The day she moves out, he tells her she can have a copy of his novel, and then 

he takes it back. Can she not keep some small piece of him, if he is to take the rest 

away?  

“I only have the one copy,” he says, and she believes he is lying. She doesn’t 

know what truth he has in him any longer. How could she have believed anything 

he said? How could she ever trust her judgment again? 

“I’ll have it copied,” she answers, a spark of defiance lighting her body. 

“You don’t have enough money.” He is scoffing at her now. She knows it. 

“I certainly have enough money for something that means this much to me,” 

she says and touches the cover of the book with her fingertips. “How much could it 

possibly cost to make one copy?” 

He throws his hands up in the air and paces back and forth across their—no, 

his—tiny living room. He gasps for air, and tears begin to run down his face. They 

flow and flow, his face becoming ruddy and swollen.  

“Please tell me what’s wrong,” she says, but she stands her ground. She 

couldn’t cry if she tried. 

“You—You’ll destroy the book. You’ll get mad at me one night for leaving, and 

you’ll tear it up or burn it or—or…” 

She feels as though he has slapped her. She can actually feel the sting of his 

fingers on her cheek, even though he is on the other side of the room, huddled in the 

corner. “That’s not you; that’s art,” she says in a low voice. “What kind of monster 

do you think I am? It was created, and it can never be destroyed. Especially not by 



hate.” 

He looks up, but his eyes are dull. No sarcasm, no pain. Maybe he’s crying 

over the book instead of the end of their relationship. “All right,” he says. “Take it.” 

He begins to sob again. She cannot understand why he is crying when he is leaving 

her. Nor can she understand why she is not crying. It is as though all her tears have 

gotten lost somewhere like bread crumbs in a forest. She’s done something to push 

him away, but she doesn’t know what. She should have never let him meet her 

family, see her roots, share their supper. He probably believes she’d never be a good 

partner for somebody famous, that she’s not good enough for him. 

He begins to pack a box for her: his novel, the Billy Joel album, two button-

down shirts, and a family piece of jewelry. 

She walks out of the apartment and leaves it all behind.  

  



PLAY AUTUMN LEAVES FOR ME 

 

Slouching on the worn piano bench he uses his  

left hand middle finger to hit the white keys  

one at a time, each of them successively,  

then with his right thumb taps each black key  

again one at a time going from west to east  

while his feet trundle the pedals in a  

left-right left-right rhythm as though  

in a chain gang prisoner march.  

The sound doesn’t hang in the air for long. 

 

His fingers are neither long nor elegant  

like those of a born pianist.  

They are short, squat, and his fingernails  

are clipped too close, partly because  

he wears heavy-duty gloves when shoveling coal. 

 

—Gene McCormick 

  



HONEY 

 

Her neighbors looked for her all morning. At first 

they thought she fell somewhere 

around the house. She could hardly walk.  

She used to sit all day out on the porch  

where she waved at passersby, 

who’d often stop by and spin stories. 

 

The youngest out of seven, at ninety-five,  

she kept her baby smile. 

Combing back her curls,  

her fingers twined in the wool sock  

she knitted with five needles. 

 

At noon somebody said he saw her  

walking away, carrying an empty water bucket.  

She told him she woke up craving  

fresh honey and some cold 

water from a well one mile away. 

 

Nobody found her.  

Her son said he dreamed  

that she was eating honey from a dainty bowl,  

gold sticking to the edges of the spoon,  

summer mirrored in her eyes’ liquid blue. 

 

—Lucia Cherciu 

  



THE ROAD TO HELL 
 

by 

 

Mary Donaldson-Evans 

 

 

I first noticed her one day when I was making my way through the express 

circuit at the local Y. She wasn’t like the other exercisers. We had a regular starting 

time, and we went through our cheerless routine quickly, with one goal in mind: to 

stay in shape. Heaven forbid we should stop to chat with other exercisers. If we 

acknowledged their existence at all, it was with a hurried smile, upon arrival or 

departure. Exercise was serious business. 

So imagine my displeasure when, halfway through my repetitions on the lat 

pulldown, a plump, slightly dumpy middle-aged woman accosted me to ask about 

my plans for Thanksgiving. Never having laid eyes on this woman before, I was not 

about to tell her. On the other hand, I didn’t want to be rude. 

“Oh, we have family flying in from Minneapolis,” I said. The safe answer. I 

smiled and returned to the lat machine. I couldn’t afford to get involved in a long 

conversation that would slow me down. 

“Are you cooking?” she asked, ignoring the signal. 

“We haven’t decided yet.” Enough already, I thought. 

“I used to love the smell of that turkey roasting,” she said wistfully. 

I knew this strategy. She was attempting to turn the conversation around to 

herself, hoping I’d ask her a question.  

“Me too,” I said, smiling again, but less warmly.  



I moved on to the shoulder press. 

“It was just such a homey smell. And the stuffing, the sweet potatoes, the 

pumpkin pie in the oven. One year we had sixteen people around the Thanksgiving 

table.” 

OK, I got it. She was using the past tense. I was supposed to encourage this 

woman to share her story. Was she angling for an invitation? 

I headed for the chest press, and she followed right along. I adjusted the 

weights and stole a sideways glance at her. I guessed her to be late fifties. There 

was a sadness about her eyes that disturbed me. I nearly caved, then remembered 

my dentist appointment at nine-thirty. After that, my day was booked solid. It 

wasn’t for nothing that I had managed to get myself to the gym at 7 a.m. I had just 

enough time left to finish the express circuit and have a quick swim. I couldn’t 

afford to dilly-dally. 

“Yes, Thanksgiving’s a lovely holiday. I’m looking forward to it. Now, if you’ll 

excuse me, I really have to get through my workout. I have a nine-thirty 

appointment.” 

She flinched, as if I had struck her, but said nothing. I had a twinge of guilt, 

but didn’t allow myself to dwell on self-accusing thoughts. What kind of a woman 

tries to engage a total stranger in conversation at the gym, of all places?  

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to hold you up.” And she headed toward the 

stationary bikes.  

It was two weeks before I saw her again. I was trying to get one last workout 



in before the family descended on us for Thanksgiving. This time I was working on 

my triceps when she appeared before me.  

“Hi again,” she said, more timidly this time. 

I had visions of a golden retriever wagging its tail but with fear in its eyes. 

“Hi,” I said, groaning inwardly because once again I was in a hurry. 

“Turkey in the oven yet?” she asked. 

“Not quite,” I replied, “but I’m going to make the pies today.” 

And then I leapt off the machine and threw over my shoulder a jaunty 

“Happy Thanksgiving!” as I headed for the door. 

I’m not sure what made me turn around.  

She had taken my place on the triceps machine, but instead of exercising, she 

had her head in her hands. 

“Are you all right?” I asked her. 

“I’ll be fine,” she replied, brushing away a tear. Then, unexpectedly, “You 

don’t recognize me, do you?” 

“Why, of course I do. You’re the woman I was chatting with a couple of weeks 

ago.” 

“No, that’s not what I mean. We go way back, you and I.” 

I was completely mystified. Who was this woman who seemed to know me? 

There was something vaguely familiar about her face, but I just couldn’t place her. 

“Really?” I said, gently now, since she was obviously in distress. 

“Does the name David Winter mean anything to you?” 



I looked at her, recognition dawning. David Winter was a fourteen-year-old 

boy who had been tragically killed in a school bus accident some twenty years ago. 

All of the other children on the bus had been spared, including my own son, Justin, 

who had exchanged seats with David in order to sit next to his best friend. 

“It could’ve been me, Mom,” Justin had sobbed afterward.  

We and the other parents had all felt bad for the Winters, of course, but our 

sorrow only went so far. Our own kids were safe; that’s what really mattered. I 

personally felt even sorrier than most people because of the seat swap, but my 

sorrow was untainted by guilt. Things happen. I had made casseroles for the Winter 

family, had even called a couple of times to ask how they were doing. 

Little by little, I lost touch with them.  

Now David’s mother was in front with me. What was her name? Then it came 

to me: Amalia! Yes, that was it: Amalia Winter. I tried to recall the rumors that had 

circulated about the family after David’s death. David had been an only child, and 

the marriage had not withstood the tragedy. His dad bailed out and remarried a 

woman with four kids a year later. His mom? What did I remember of her? Not 

much. People talked about a drinking problem. But then, she seemed to disappear. I 

never saw her around. Out of sight, out of mind.  

And now, here she was. No wonder I didn’t recognize her. She had been a 

slender woman once, one of those truly beautiful women who attract the gaze of 

men and women alike. The shabby, unkempt woman at the gym had nothing in 

common with the woman I knew back then. 



I frowned. She was like some kind of ghost returning to haunt me. My sorrow 

turned to irritation and then to anger. How dare she try to ruin my holiday? Her 

loss was ancient history. Shouldn’t she have been able to pull herself together by 

now? Was it my fault that she didn’t have anyone to have Thanksgiving dinner 

with? 

She looked at me, expectantly, waiting for an answer to her question.  

“David Winter? No, doesn’t ring a bell,” I said. 

And I turned away so that I would not see her face. I felt heavy-hearted, but 

a part of me felt triumphant that I had not allowed myself to be manipulated. I 

couldn’t picture this woman at my Thanksgiving table. What would happen to the 

familiar jokes, the laughter, the antics of the grandchildren? Her presence would 

remind all of us of a long-ago tragedy that we’d rather forget. In putting my family’s 

happiness first, I had done the right thing. How does the saying go? Charity begins 

at home. That’s it. I was simply obeying the old injunction; my intentions were 

beyond reproach.  

But that didn’t stop me from thinking about her. I thought of her all that day 

as I baked the pies, set the table, and child-proofed the house. I thought of her 

Thanksgiving Day too as I prepared the cranberry relish. Even after everyone had 

arrived and toys were scattered throughout the house and my wonderful adult 

children were helping out in the kitchen, I saw her imploring face. 

What was she doing on Thanksgiving Day? Had she gotten someone else to 

invite her home? Perhaps she was having a quiet holiday all by herself? Where did 



she live anyway? Maybe she was homeless! Then I chastised myself: how ridiculous! 

She belonged to the Y after all. How many homeless persons were among the Y’s 

members? No, she probably had a friend who, like her, was alone on Thanksgiving 

and the two went to a local restaurant for dinner.  

But try as I might, I couldn’t banish her from my mind. She was right there 

at our Thanksgiving table, even though she wasn’t.  

“Are you all right, Mom?” asked my daughter, noticing that I had failed even 

to smile when my three-year-old grandson, asked to say grace, said simply “Grace,” 

provoking an eruption of laughter around the table.  

Sure, I was fine. As fine as a cruel, heartless person can be on a holiday when 

you’re supposed to count your blessings and share what you have with others. 

I resolved to approach her next time I saw her. I’d tell her that I had had a 

momentary lapse of memory but that I finally remembered who her son was. I’d 

make zucchini bread and invite her to coffee and we’d have a long heart-to-heart 

talk, and I’d be sympathetic and she’d leave my house feeling so much better. 

So I began looking for her at the gym. She wasn’t there on Monday. Friday I 

thought I saw her from the back, but it wasn’t her. She wasn’t there the following 

week either or the week after that. I Googled her. I found the newspaper article 

about the accident, but that was it. Not that I expected her to be on Facebook, but I 

thought I might find her in the White Pages. If she had a phone number, it wasn’t 

published. This woman really flew beneath the radar.  

Desperate to contact her, I went to the registration desk and asked if she was 



still a member. She was. So I kept hoping to run into her, even adjusting my work 

schedule in order to vary my routine. Still no luck. Finally, I returned to the 

registration desk and asked if they had her phone number. They would give me no 

information, citing member privacy. 

The weeks turned into months.  

I broke down and told my husband. 

“You what?” he asked, looking at me as if he had never seen me before. 

“I pretended not to know her. Honestly, if you had seen her, you probably 

would have done the same thing.” 

“Oh, you think so?” he asked. The fact is that he would never have turned his 

back on someone in need. 

“So I should have invited her to join us for dinner? What a great holiday that 

would have been! C’mon, honey. My intentions were good.” 

“Whatever. But you failed to show compassion to someone who was hurting. 

That’s not like you.” 

Our conversation did not give me the relief I had been hoping for. 

I considered returning to the Catholic Church of my youth so that I could go 

to confession and confess what I was now convinced was my sin. I would sit 

contritely in the pew, calmed by the silence. And then I would enter the confessional 

and lay bare my coldheartedness. The priest would tell me to say five Our Fathers 

and ten Hail Marys, and he would grant me absolution and I’d be well and truly 

done with it.  



Instead, I continued to wallow in my shame. 

Then one cool, rainy day in mid-November, the gods took pity on me. I was at 

Starbucks, in line for a skinny cappuccino, when I saw her out of the corner of my 

eye, laughing and chatting with another woman at a small round table. My heart 

hammered in my chest (so I had a heart after all, I thought)—and for a moment, I 

thought I was going to faint. I came quickly back to my senses and turned my 

attention back to the counter, hoping that she would not recognize me from behind. 

I needn’t have worried. She was so deeply engrossed in conversation with the other 

woman that she didn’t even look up. What would I do? Walk out and pretend I 

hadn’t seen her? 

I had reached the counter. 

“A large skinny cap,” I said. 

“For here or to go?” asked the barista. 

I always took my coffee out. As much as I love the atmosphere of Starbucks, 

the fragrance of the roasting coffee, the hissing and grinding of the coffee-making 

apparatus, I don’t think I’ve ever actually sat down to enjoy my coffee there. Not 

once. 

“For here,” I said, spying an unoccupied table in the corner, out of the line of 

sight of the two women. 

I took my coffee to the table and pretended to check messages on my iPhone. I 

couldn’t concentrate. My hands were clammy and my heart was still pounding. How 

ridiculous! I admonished myself. You’ve been waiting nearly a year to run into this 



woman, and now you don’t know what to say? Get a grip! Finally, I felt my 

heartbeat slow. I raised my eyes to gaze at the two women. Amalia Winter was 

wearing stylish blue jeans and a gray pullover sweater, and her hair, now in a 

flattering layered cut, had more blond and less gray in it than when I’d seen her 

last. What’s more, she appeared to have shed at least twenty pounds. She wasn’t 

quite the beauty of her younger years, but she didn’t arouse feelings of pity either. 

Clearly, she had had a “recovery” of some sort in the year since I’d seen her. My 

gaze shifted to the other woman. She, too, was attractive and fashionably dressed. 

Since I was looking at her in profile, I couldn’t be sure, but I felt like I knew her. 

Where had I seen that face before? At that moment, her laughter rang out. That 

laugh was so familiar! C’mon, Judy, I prodded myself, Think!  

But there was no time to think, because suddenly the two women stood up 

and, in leaving, cast a glance in my direction.  

“Judy!” called Amalia’s friend, “long time no see! How are you?”  

“I’m fine,” I called out, waving and then lowering my head to the screen of my 

iPhone as if I were too busy to talk. It was no use. The two women approached my 

table. 

“How’s Greg?” she asked. 

This stranger remembered my husband’s name? 

“Um, he’s fine, just busy. And your family?” 

“Well, if by ‘family,’ you mean my four-legged pals; they’re all fine.”  

I was still stymied, but I didn’t let on.  



Suddenly remembering Amalia at her side, the stranger said, “Oh, sorry, I’m 

so rude! You know Amalia Winter, don’t you?” 

A glance passed between us, quick as lightning, deep as the ocean. 

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do,” I said, reaching out to shake her hand. “How 

have you been?” 

“Just fine, Judy,” she replied, and the voice of my conscience completed the 

thought: “no thanks to you.” However, her face was open and warm. “Diane 

managed to get me a job at the vet’s,” she continued, “and I’m happy to be working 

again.” 

That was the clue I needed. Diane Miller was the assistant manager of the 

Acme supermarket where I used to shop. Everyone referred to her as the cat-and-

dog lady because she was always rescuing abandoned animals. We joked that she 

kept the local vet in business. At work, she was never too busy to help you, and 

everyone loved her. When you asked her where the pomegranate juice was, she 

didn’t just tell you; she walked you over to aisle one and pulled the bottle off the 

shelf for you. What’s more, she asked questions, got to know people. Since she had 

never married and had no children, she used to say that along with her pets, Acme’s 

customers were her family.  

And now she had done what I had failed to do. She had treated Amalia 

Winter like a family member in need, and in a very real way, she had saved her. 

Maybe it all started with an invitation to Thanksgiving dinner last year. This 

woman had taken pity on a lost soul and had rescued her—while I, in my cruelty, 



had walked on by. A lump rose in my throat. Did Diane know about my rebuff last 

year? Nothing in her expression suggested that she was aware of it. Still, these two 

women seemed to be good friends now. She’d probably been told. When I spoke, my 

voice cracked. 

“I’m so pleased for you, Amalia,” I said. And then, tentatively, I asked, “Any 

plans for the holidays?” 

She spared me the humiliation of a rejection.  

“Actually, Diane and I have booked a singles cruise over Thanksgiving. We 

both turn sixty next year, and we figure that this may be our last chance to snag a 

guy.” They looked at each other and laughed. Then Amalia turned back to me. “How 

about you? Family flying in again, like last year?” 

“Yes. I mean, no. This is their year to be spending Thanksgiving with the in-

laws. So it’ll be a quiet holiday for us. But we’ll manage.” 

“I’m sure you will,” Amalia said, touching my arm.  

I don’t know what it was about her gesture that moved me so. My eyes filled 

with tears. Diane looked at me quizzically, while Amalia had a concerned look on 

her face. 

“You know, we really have to go,” said Diane to me apologetically. “My 

parking meter is running out.” 

“You go ahead,” said Amalia. “I’ll be there in a sec.” She fetched a tissue from 

her purse and handed it to me as her friend pushed open the door.  

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “You have no idea. I’ve been looking for you everywhere. 



I intended…” 

She put a finger to her lips. “Shhh! It’s OK.” And then, before turning to join 

Diane who by now was on the sidewalk looking at her watch, 

“Happy Thanksgiving.” 

  



COMPLETE COMFORT 

 

by 

 

Rose Shrader 

 

 

Paul, a strong and stocky build, scooped me out of my wheelchair and put me 

in bed in the back study room where I’d been parked at my desk, dictating some 

homework to my computer for my online English class. He then stuffed a couple 

pillows behind my back so, instead of lying flat, I was propped up on my side on the 

outside edge of bed facing in.   

The sun was beaming in the open windows, making the pale blue walls shine, 

but still we decided to relax or maybe take a nap. As always when he stopped by, it 

was a welcome distraction from my studies. 

“You comfy?” he asked as he crawled into the twin bed with me. 

“I’m good. Now let me sleep!” I said with a smirk.  

“You think I really put you in here to sleep?” he said as he leaned in for a few 

long kisses; his lips were always so soft. When we stopped talking, there was a 

noticeable coolness and a relaxing quiet to the house, with the exception of the buzz 

of the distant lawnmower and the chirping birds; springtime in the country ensured 

an orchestra of birds from dawn to dusk. 

“You’re the one driving back to Chicago for class Monday and should be 

tired,” I said between kisses, our faces inches apart.  

“Yeah, you’re right. No lovin’ for you then,” he teased as he propped his head 

up with his arm. 



“I didn’t say you had to stop.”  

I loved the fact that he still pestered me and touched me the way he did 

before my accident—when I was sixteen and crashed my car, the impact breaking 

my neck, leaving me paralyzed from the chest down. I don’t know if it was his 

comfort with me or my comfort with him or simply the dynamic between us, but the 

connection we had before just transitioned and adapted to paralysis and this new 

type of life. And unlike other friends that felt more rigid around me, Paul flowed 

with the changes and carried on. 

“The scar healed up good, you know that?” he said as he moved some of my 

red hair off the front of my neck, exposing the scar from my spinal fusion.  

“It’s still pretty noticeable. So is the scar from the tracheotomy,” I said, lifting 

my chin up to show the scars more. 

“I don’t think it’s that bad. It’s been what, a little over two years now, right?”  

“Can’t believe it’s been two years of paralysis and life in a wheelchair; the 

time has flown by.” 

“It still seems like yesterday sometimes. You know, the day after your 

accident,” he started to say, his green eyes looking down into mine. “I went back to 

the ICU to see you. You had the halo on, and your lips were really swollen. You 

were so out of it. I stood there and wondered if I should talk and whether you’d hear 

me like in the movies.” 

“I was probably an ugly mess!” 

“Nah, it wasn’t like that.” 



“You can’t tell me you thought I was still pretty then. I’d never believe that,” 

I said, testing him. 

“Beauty didn’t even matter. You were broken and I just wanted you to live,” 

he said, a tone and response I didn’t expect. 

“I guess I don’t think much about that since I was on the other side,” I said 

after a pause.  

“It was pretty serious for a while. Another time when you were still in the 

ICU, your parents and sisters were there in the waiting room with some people 

from church. Everyone was talking about your condition and how your spine wasn’t 

gonna heal because it was so damn near severed. I said to them, ‘After she gets out 

of here, something she wants to do but can’t will piss her off enough that she will 

fight this thing.’ I just got tired of them moping about it. You might never get your 

legs back, but I knew you wouldn’t just sit around.” 

“Sit around?” I said amused. 

“You know what I mean. You wouldn’t just whine or give up. I know you too 

well to think that. You’re too stubborn to let anything stop you,” he said with a 

playful yet accusing emphasis. He leaned in for a single kiss and then continued: 

“Sometimes I stood on the left side of your bed for what seemed like hours, petting 

your hair and holding your hand. That reminds me. I have a confession.” 

“Oh no. What?” I asked. 

“I’d be standing there, wanting you to wake up so badly. You were out of it, 

the machines were beeping, and all I could do was just be there. So sometimes, 



when I was there holding your hand, I would take the tip of your pinky between my 

fingers and pinch it as hard as I could,” he said and picked my still hand up from 

my belly.  

“Paul! Don’t you even!” I said, hoping he wouldn’t reenact his torture. 

“It had to hurt. I squeezed as hard as I could.” He held my lifeless hand in 

his. 

“I guess I didn’t feel it anyway.” 

“That’s kinda why I did it. I just wanted you to wake up. I was hoping that 

the doctors were wrong and you could feel, so I’d squeeze your pinky, hoping you’d 

wake up to smack me and tell me to stop.” 

“Aww, so it was actually kind of sweet! That deserves a kiss,” I said as he 

leaned in to meet my lips for some long, relaxed kisses. The coolness of the room 

made the warmth of his lips even more comfortable. He moved his hand up to cup 

my jaw, where he knew I could feel his touch as we kissed more. I couldn’t reach 

around his neck, run my fingers through his brown hair, or touch his body anymore, 

but I still had the passion—the heart-pounding, chest-reddening, physical desire 

never left. 

Two summers before my accident, we spent a day together ripping out my 

bedroom carpet and replacing the subfloor before laying new carpet. We went out 

later that night to the side yard with a blanket to relax under the stars. After only a 

couple minutes of kissing, I crawled on top of him. He unsnapped my bra and he 

started to lift my shirt when we heard the “Rosanna?!” of my mom catching her 



fifteen-year-old in a provocative position with her seventeen-year-old boyfriend. I 

hid mortified in my room, while Paul sat down with my mom to explain that he 

would never take advantage of me. The next summer, my appendix threw a fit in 

the middle of the night, which resulted in surgery to take it out the next day. Once I 

came home from the hospital, Paul took care of me like a paid nurse, lifting me up 

in bed, escorting me down the hall and to the bathroom, and cooking chicken noodle 

soup until the nausea from the anesthetics wore off. And on occasion we’d argue 

over stupid things like not spending enough time together or where to go for dinner. 

He was the first guy I ever allowed to explore me. He knew my deep thoughts and 

fears, my curves, and my faults. So post-accident, having this maintained normalcy 

of our relationship in my life allowed me to experience acceptance and comfort that 

helped me adjust. 

“Goodness, girl, did you know your arm is nearly frozen?” he said after he 

moved his hand to the back of my arm. 

“I think it’s chilly and I knew you were rubbing my arm, but I didn’t know it 

was cold. I guess I can’t feel temperature there,” I answered, surprised. 

“You’re not just cold; you’re like ice right here and only right here.” He 

rubbed my arm for a moment and then got up and stood at the foot end of the bed. 

With a mischievous grin, he grabbed my feet and pulled my limp body down the 

bed. 

“What are you doing?” 

“This should warm you up a little. You’ll see.” 



He pulled me far enough down the bed that my knees were bent over the edge 

and feet dangling. He crawled back in bed beside me, put his hands behind my back, 

and lifted me up to sit behind me. 

“What you think?” he asked. I could hear the smile in his voice. 

“I’m up!” I was sitting up with my back against his chest and his arms tight 

around me. 

“How does it feel?” 

“Good. Really good,” I said in complete comfort, something I didn’t know 

would be possible again during those difficult days at the hospital. 

“You trust me?” 

“Yeah. Why?”  

Without answering, he moved his hands down to the middle of my back to 

support me. Right after the accident, I could barely shrug my shoulders, but about a 

year later, when the swelling naturally went down in my spinal cord, I was able to 

use a few more muscles in my shoulders, upper back, and upper arms. These upper 

muscles and his hands supporting me at my lower ribs, allowed me to sit up tall and 

straight. With my shoulders back and head up high, I felt unbounded. It was so 

different being able to sit up with nothing behind me since I always had the support 

of my headrest on the wheelchair.  

“You good?” he asked. 

“I feel so strong and tall,” I said, looking around. The room was my sister’s 

bedroom before she moved out, but turned into my makeshift office at the time. As I 



sat up, it was the first time I realized her dresser was only a few feet in front of me. 

I was so enraptured in our interactions that the view in front of me could have been 

a field of butterflies and frolicking fawns and I wouldn’t have noticed. In that 

moment, it was just him and me together. 

“Is it hard on your muscles? Do you feel tired?” 

“No! It’s only been a couple minutes. It just feels good.” After several minutes 

of sitting up, he laid me back against his chest again. 

“Can I stay like this for a while?” I asked, cozy with him wrapped around me. 

“Yeah, of course,” he said.  

In those years Paul and I were together, we shared uncountable moments 

like this that allowed me to experience a certain freedom, something far from 

paralysis. And this was my therapy to accepting paralysis—living life one day, one 

moment at a time. I didn’t ever go to counseling or take mind-numbing 

antidepressants for more than a few weeks because it didn’t work for me. Instead, I 

acknowledged the spectrum of emotions that came in all my moments: I openly 

talked about the past and the future, cried when I was sad and tired of being in a 

wheelchair, yelled when I was frustrated with my life, laughed just like I did before, 

and prayed, asking God for guidance. I had to find another normalcy only by 

experiencing life in new, different ways. 

“Thanks,” I said, still sitting wrapped in his arms. 

“For?” Paul asked. 

“Helping me. It’s still kinda fun, isn’t it?” 



“Like I said, I knew paralysis wouldn’t hold you back.” 
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