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Dear Readers, 
 
 WELCOME to our first issue, featuring 13 YA stories written by 12 
writers. Our editorial staff and contributors hail from all over the continent 
(Canada and the U.S.) and come from 14 different states.   
 Our stories were selected from over 200 submissions and were read 
by 13 staff readers who had to fill out detailed feedback sheets that asked 
them to decide if the pieces should be accepted or rejected. Pieces that 
readers felt were this close to being “there” were critiqued and sent back to 
me. I had to then decide if the work should be mentored. The mentoring 
process was with me and only promised a possible acceptance into the 
magazine.  
 Those pieces that made it to the final 13 were edited and revised 
with me and then copy-edited by the talented Bouvier Servillas. Each story 
was then read by our illustrious photographer and (my bff) Alyssa 
Gaudreau. Designing our cover was high school senior Nina Hickey.  
 The idea for SUCKER came to me one day during residency at the 
Solstice Program at Pine Manor College where a year ago I earned my 
MFA. I turned to my writer peeps in workshop one day and said, “There’s 
no YA literary magazines. Let’s make one.” Everyone loved the idea, but 
I’m not sure if they realized just how serious I was. Fast forward to a few 
months after graduation, sitting at Starbucks depressed because…well, go 
get your MFA, graduate, and see how you feel right after; You get out of 
your program where you are loved and supported and where beams of 
hope and light surround you (at least at Solstice). Then you step out into 
the cruel, real world where you receive 5 rejections a day in your 
inbox…Depressed is putting it mildly.  
 This feeling reminded me of life before I went to Solstice. I had spent 
years trying and trying…I self-published with some marginal success, but I 
still felt ALONE, and I don’t mean in the good writerly way. It SUCKED 
(pun intended). I sat at Starbucks staring at yet another rejection. I 
thought, SCREW IT! Other thoughts were: If you build it they will come! 
Just do it! Some day you will be forty!  
 Sometimes yelling at myself is the best motivation.  
 I already had the name in mind, so I created a website with a call for 
submissions.  
 Then I waited… 
 But not for long...the assistant director of Solstice, Tanya Whiton, 
passed word along to the Pine Manor PR peeps, and next thing you know, 
I’m being interviewed by Publishers Weekly! Once that hit the internet, I 
went from a handful of Twitter followers to over 100 in just two days. I 
made a Facebook page and hit 50 fans on day one. I was deluged with 
emails and submissions. So I tweeted an all-call for help putting the 
magazine together. I received hundreds of responses and handpicked 
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every single person who eventually became part of the staff.  
 Given that I had just come out of an MFA program AND I’m a writing 
teacher, I put most of our writers through a grueling revision process. But 
what came from that are 13 of the best YA short stories I have ever read. 
These submissions struck me in the heart. From the moment I read the 
opening lines, I knew they needed to be shared with the world.  
 Thanks to the energy of my staff, writers, and the Internet, my 
dream has been actualized. We are a no-budget, all-volunteer organization. 
Keep in mind that this issue was birthed during the holidays. Over 
Christmas and New Years, emails were flying across the net to staff and 
writers for final touch-ups and edits. What you are reading is the result of a 
lot of hard work and sacrifice.  
 
With sincere suckerliciousness, 

 
Hannah Goodman 
Founding Editor 
Sucker Literary Magazine 
 
 
A special thank you to the following: 
 
Alyssa, Bouvier, Nina, all of the staff and writers, the Facebook and Twitter 
fans, Tanya Whiton and Meg Kearney, Kathy Gardner and Publishers 
Weekly. Starbucks in Barrington, RI. To my student Aliya and her friend 
Josh for the impromptu photo session at Starbucks. Thank you to Naomi, 
Dan, and Ashley for their “hands.” To my husband and daughters for 
putting up with a mom and wife who is a very driven writer. To Michelle, 
for watching the kids during our meetings. To Kathleen, for being an 
awesome reader and source of support.  
 
Peace and Lollipops, 
 
H 
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I Can Jump 
R F Brown 

 
I try to steer Her while groping under the driver seat for the cough medicine bottle. 
When I find the bottle I slurp off a belt. Straightening out The Jalopy down the 
thoroughfare, I think if I was someone who wanted to become a famous writer I would 
scribble down now, “The sun behind the storm clouds at dusk looked like a fuse 
disappearing into the throat of a gunpowder keg.” Sounds pretty swell for me, Lucas 
Zablocki, an unfamous zilch. As I roll up the Plymouth’s porthole and brush the rain out 
of my eyes I think, “From his rain-soaked, red bangs, he pushed away the vigilant 
rainwater slopping up his vision of the slippery thoroughfare, which could have surely 
flipped his father's old cigarette boat into a spinning explosion." Golly, if I write these 
ideas down I can publish them tomorrow. I wonder if I’m going to explode tonight, or if 
it’s all going to be just more applesauce.   
 The Robitussin bottle is a new scam. It’s my friend DeWitt Taft's idea to rinse out 

a cough syrup bottle and refill it with hard stuff. I figure 
I can get goofed up from the cough medicine itself, and 
it’s legal for a kid to buy some. So why risk klepting 
hard stuff from Professor Zablocki’s pantry. Professor 
Zablocki is actually my father, who doesn’t even booze. 
He’s also a big wheel at our private school and has to 
host these alumni wingdings all the time, even though 
he hates the junk. He’d probably rather be in his den 
building model ships. Cough medicine is a tough alibi 
for whatever’s really in your bottle, especially if you 
fake a little cough when questioned by a teacher. 

DeWitt Taft, genius creep that he is, invented it as flawless method for drinking during 
class.  
 It’s 6:15pm on The Jalopy’s clock. Her speedometer is slightly limp at 55. Golly, 
here I am driving the dopey speed limit just like any other corny citizen who would drive 
the half-hour from Ware to Chicopee Falls. Rebecca, my mother, can’t holler at me for 
being a jerk for law and order and a flooded thoroughfare. I still have time to smoke 
another gasper, but I’ve got to keep the porthole open even if the rain gets in. If the 
smoke doesn’t circulate out of The Jalopy, Rebecca will sniff out another reason to ride 
me from the smell of it on my sport jacket. Ken, my stepdad, will detect an opportunity 
for long stories and crummy advice.  
 Rebecca and Ken jetset it all the way up here to Massachusetts from D.C. 
Everyone is jazzed about Harding Academy graduation except me. I could give a flip. My 
girlfriend Kuan and the other lassies, even the fellas from the hockey team, have been all 
mushy these last weeks of the semester. Last night the whole sappy gang was up on the 
roof of the school's boathouse getting goofed up and exchanging their dopey inner person 
junk like “How did I make it this far?” and “What’s going to happen to me?” I sat by 
myself on one of the wooden benches up there drinking beer and watching everybody 
make sad dopes of themselves.  
 For Kuan, peppermint schnapps and endings are a lethal potion. She got mushy 
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and was bawling for an hour steady. She looked like a jerk stumbling around the rooftop 
and requesting a memento from everyone at the wingding. She was lugging around a 
stack of other people's class annuals and an opened tin of chewing tobacco Taft tossed in. 
She had layered on two school letter jackets, somebody's big sunglasses, and a hockey 
helmet with our 'H' logo. She looked like a corny model they might put on the cover of a 
Harding Academy alumni catalog.   
 I’m still stuck on Kuan, even if she says we’re over. She is pretty and brainy, sort 
of an accomplishment for a grubby looking, below-average hockey player like me. As 
Taft says, I’m “a real pylon.” She and I have been kinda-sorta. More like party dates than 
a real couple. She barely even talked to me last night up on the boathouse roof. “Lucas, 
we are graduate in two days and here you are such the drag." I have to admit that I’m a 
pushover for her Chinese accent, even when she’s goofed up.  
 Taft jumped up the ladder onto the roof. He is already a big ape, but last night he 
was making a giant sloppy creep of himself, smashing the neck of a bottle on the concrete 
railing and pouring champagne over his prematurely balding head. "Ladies and gentle-
girls!" Taft shouted. "Here’s to corny old Harding Academy, and especially here’s to me 
for busting the league record for goals scored!" Then he started singing a loud chorus of 
the Yale fight song.   
 Standing silently near the concrete railing with his fan club of lassies and 
scrunched under the brim of his Red Sox cap was Hill. Chip Hill has it all. He may be the 
shortest guy on our hockey team, but he is a big wheel, the star center. He even got 
recruited to Brown University. He’s every fella’s idol, every lassie’s crush and best of all, 
Hill doesn’t give a flip about any of it. He’s not your typical, rich, Harding Academy 
swank. He doesn’t go on about letting his folks down and all that fake jazz. Hill drinks 
hard stuff and smokes apple-leaf like everybody else, but he never even acts goofed up 
like us slobs. Another thing I think is spiff about him is the way he holds his gaspers. Hill 
holds his cigarette like a teacup—thumb under and all four fingers on top as he inhales 
slowly between his weird fat lips. If I could be any other fella, I would be Hill.   
 I never told anybody else this but in the ninth grade I quit the boys diving team to 
start skating for hockey, just to try and make the team with Hill. It was kind of a late start 
for learning the game, and I never did learn to skate too good. I still scrape up a lot of ice 
on breakaways. My crumby skating is where Taft got his nickname for me. Instead of 
Zablocki, the guys on the team call me Zamboni. You might be thinking a fella they call 
Zamboni must be a zilch, but—in a strange way—it’s part of being a real guy with the 
clique of hockey players and their girlfriends. I’m the only one of us who lives at home 
and attends Harding on the faculty-kid welfare program.  The truth is Taft, Hill, and Kuan 
and every one of them have it all sketched for them: graduation plans, summer plans, 
college plans, career plans. I don’t get jazzed about planning. I could give a flip whether I 
stay or leave Ware, Massachusetts. My being a guaranteed flop is the one thing my father 
and I agree on.  
 Meanwhile my mother seems to think I’ll make a swell chauffer driving her back 
and forth over the thoroughfare on my high school graduation eve. The only thing I give 
a flip about right now is how to remember unconsciously to hold my gasper like a teacup, 
like Hill, who doesn’t need to think about holding his cigarette in a swell way. That, and I 
want another slug from my Robitussin bottle. 
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I try honking like a lunatic rather than having to get out of The Jalopy. Her headlights 
shine through the rain into the curtain of the motel suite window at Howard Johnson’s. A 
cowboy hat wearing shadow pops in the window and then the doorway. He looks like one 
of those carnival shooting gallery targets. Now he’s waving like a big dope to get me to 
“Come on in!” I inhale Binaca spray to cover the stink of gaspers and cough medicine on 
my gross breath and grab the keys from the ignition. Tall, thin, and dressed in an old 
fashioned blue-stripped suit with a big white hat, Congressman Ken King of Texas holds 
the door wide open with one hand and stretches out the other to greet me. "Put 'er there, 
Graduate!" Ken says like a sap and makes a clicking sound with his tongue. As I walk in 
the motel room, Ken closes the door behind us while whistling "Pomp and 
Circumstance." He pretends to be waltzing with a fake partner. "Lucas, find yourself a 
seat in our petite suite! My young lady is still putting on her face, and I'm hoping it’s her 
pretty one.” He clicks again.   
 My mother hollers from the bedroom, "Congressman, do we have guests?" 
 "Yes, Miss Rebecca. It's the Avon lady!" Ken winks at me. 
 "Well I hope she came to sell me an eyebrow plucker. I look like one of those 
puppets on public television." Rebecca Zablocki-King's big boobs always enter a room 
first. She’s not really fatso, and she’s short, but her whole self definitely takes up a lot of 
public space. She looks like a swank in her pink gown and diamond earrings. "My 
Strawberry is getting too tall! Hug Mommy, my strange, red boy." Hugging my mother is 
like getting mushy with a wooden piling down at the pier. Her hands are splayed to 
protect me either from her wet fingernail junk or her unretractable claws. "Strawberry, 
your sport jacket is all damp," She pushes up my rain-soaked, red bangs, "and it smells 
like a billiard hall! You told me you weren't making a habit of cigarette smoking. What 
would your teammates say if they heard you were trying to ruin your health?" 
 Ken hears an opening for a speech. "Lucas, sometime I ought to tell you about a 
young man in Texas who had the world at his beck and call. This youngster thought the 
ladies would think he was the cat's pjs if he took on the vices of nicotine and whiskey. 
Well, in fact they did. But them young ladies came and went and the man only ever got 
married to his nasty habits. Then on his forty-fourth birthday his habits gave him the gift 
of a heart attack. After that fright, he made a commitment to living a healthy life and 
finding a woman who gets a kick out of pink lungs. Lucas, that man went on to become a 
millionaire, get hisself elected to the United States House of Representatives, and he got 
to marry your mama. I guess what I'm saying is, great men don't cough through their 
victory speech." 
 She is dressed too ritzy. “The Saturday Night Dinner is only semi-formal,” I beg 
her, “Don't you think you should slob it up a little?" 
 "Well, masseur haute coiffure," she replies, "one more reason I hope you don’t 
grow up to be a fashion designer." She brings her hand to her chest and rises slightly to 
the balls of her feet for one of her own speeches, "Strawberry, I was attending Harding 
Academy events like this for many years when I was still a faculty wife." She inspects the 
success of her nail polish. "I know the school, I know the women, I know how they dress, 
and I know what they're going to be expecting of me. Now, it’s raining tonight so fetch 
my chemise!" 
 
Rebecca is leaning forward in the rear seat of The Jalopy to fix her hair in my driver’s 
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mirror, and her enormous bean is blocking my rear view. "Do you want the dome light 
turned on, Mother?” I kindly offer. “You're driving me loony!" 
 "And you're driving Mommy too fast in this rain, Strawberry!" She sits back and 
fidgets in her handbag. "My hair needs to set. Besides you shouldn't ever drive with the 
dome light on. They can give you a ticket for that, right Ken?" 
 Ken turns to me from the passenger seat side as I drive. "Lucas, I haven’t been 
briefed on whether or not drivers can be cited in Massachusetts for operating a vehicle 
with the dome light on at night. I haven't studied all of the highway ordinances here. But, 
in any state, driving at night with the dome light is dangerous to you, and to your fellow 
pilots. I guess what I'm saying is, it's a bad idea."  
 "Did Professor Zablocki finally buy another car and give you this old arc?" I hate 
my mother's phrasing of things, like when she says give sarcastically because Professor 
Zablocki is, I guess, already a creep who would never give anybody anything, right? 
 "Why do you make him sound like such a cheapo? You're the one I gotta 
chauffeur around." 
 "Well, Strawberry,” she defends herself. “Congressman King’s staff arranged us 
seats on a military transport to the Chicopee air base and only Jeep service to a motel. 
Our travel may be saving taxpayers a lot of money. Ken will gladly reimburse Professor 
Zablocki for the mileage if there is some question regarding official propriety. Is your 
father not coming to the Saturday Night Dinner?" 
 "No, dammit! I had to reserve the flipping dinner table a month ago. When you 
told me you were coming I asked Professor Zablocki what I should do." 
 "What was his answer?" 
 "He said I should do whatever I want to do."   
 "That is typical. He probably can't take a Saturday night off from those tacky ship 
models." 
 "I can’t stand having both of you breathing down my neck at the same time.” 
 "Oh, Strawberry, that is silly," She chides me. "Your father and I can break bread 
together. We've reconciled all our differences." 
 "Well, I haven't reconciled my differences with either of you loons." 
 “You could resolve to be a little more respectful to Mommy when she comes all 
the way from Washington, D.C. on your account! Ken, defend my honor." 
 Ken inhales deeply, "Lucas, I happen to believe that every man eventually gets to 
a point in his life when he realizes no matter how much his mama seemed overly 
practical, or even downright kooky, everything she ever said always turned out to be 
right."  
 "That's right, Strawberry. You can start listening to Mommy by quitting those 
filthy cigarettes. This car smells like a Snooker lounge." 
 "Golly, yeah, snook-her is just what I'll betcha our Lucas does in the back seat of 
this car with that pretty little China girl!" Ken slaps his ape hand down on my knee as if 
to pass on his corny sense of humor through electricity. I wish he’d push down real hard 
on my knee until the car accelerates right into a concrete wall or something.   
 Even if I thought it was any of Ken's big fat business, Kuan, and I don’t do 
monkey business in The Jalopy. We have never technically done it, all the way, anyplace. 
Her folks sent her from Hong Kong to Harding our junior year, and we’ve been going 
steady most of two school years. Although, last summer Kuan went to ballet camp at 
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Julliard in New York City. That was where she met this African ballet dancer crumb who 
said he was the prince of Mauritius. 
 "Some dancing fairy?  What's his name?" I insisted Kuan tell me when I phoned 
her up in New York that time. 
 "Lucas, you are not good at playing this tough guy. It is not making a difference 
to you, but his name is Surete." 
 "Look, you’re telling me you're dumping me, over the telephone, for this creep 
Surete because he is more mature and has direction in his life. I'd like to phone him up 
and ask for directions." 
 "It is not a dumping, Lucas.” As she dumped me I was picturing Kuan's neck 
bones tightening to help utter that keen accent into the telephone. It wasn't English or 
Chinese. It was something Kuan called Colonial English - Co-lo-nial Ing-leesh.  "Lucas, 
do not be so cynical. The more mature boy would never ask me such a question. Surete 
and I are not doing a monkey’s business. Surete is strict Catholic. He only cares about my 
dancing and what I have got inside me." A few weeks after our telephone breakup, 
Kuan's no fooling around affair with Surete was over too. One of her girlfriends at school 
heard it from Kuan that Prince Surete was recalled to Mauritius on account of an incident 
in which he tried—uninvited—to get inside a daughter of the ambassador from 
Madagascar. Kuan returned to Harding fall semester, and I guess wanted to return to 
being my lassie on account of needing a fella to go certain places with our clique.   
 As to monkey business, our attempts at sex have always been a flop. Don’t repeat 
this, but I’m kinda-sorta on my first time. Kuan is not. She told me she is prepared to fool 
around again with the right fella (although never in a car) and that she has determined me 
to be right enough. Earlier this year I was temporarily kicked off the hockey team for 
bringing in mid-term D’s in Physics and English. Hill and Taft were away with the 
hockey team in New York. So I camped out in their grubby dorm room that weekend 
instead of staying at home with Professor Zablocki. I klept a bottle of wine from 
Professor Zablocki’s pantry and smuggled it and Kuan past the housemaster. I kinda-
sorta thought I might finally spear her that night, but a couple cups of wine only turned 
on her desire to yap all evening about her first time. That was when she fessed up that the 
crumb who first speared her was none other than super-jerk DeWitt Taft. I guess as they 
were having monkey business she started bleeding and he flipped or something. After 
that, typically creepy Taft started giving her the big brush-off. As she and I sat drunk and 
fully clothed on the edge of Hill's dorm bed, she held my hands and got real mushy, "I 
thought I have deal with this easy, Lucas. But there are ghosts in this dorm room. I don’t 
feel comfort." "But you just said Taft did this to you at a wingding on Popponesset 
Island." 
 "Yes, but surrounding us now is DeWitt. DeWitt's hockey sticks. Dewitt's big 
underwear. DeWitt's dirty beer posters. I can even smell DeWitt. I have decided that we 
are not going to do it tonight." Then there was the Winter Break trip to the Hill family ski 
lodge in Stowe, Vermont. She yapped about planning our first sex there so far in advance 
that by the time the trip came around I had to start by smoking apple-leaf so I could relax. 
I got so goofy I passed out in the sauna fully clothed. I woke up alone, face down in my 
own dried upchuck, and still a virgin. I barely remember that night but Kuan said I had 
lost whatever sex appeal early in the evening. 
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I moor The Jalopy outside the Harding banquet hall. We’re supposed to go in, but 
Rebecca wants us all to sit in the car and watch the poor arrivals running through the rain. 
She wants to share her Nosy Parker opinions about them. "Strawberry, is that the Dean’s 
wife? What is her name? Meredith or Marrakech. She's wearing a pantsuit. There's that 
ancient Professor Parnum, still dressed like she came here directly from a day at the sack 
races!" 
 I grip the steering wheel like maybe it will save me from going loony. “I tried to 
tell you that the Saturday Night Dinner isn't swank." 
 "Mommy has to go back to Howard Johnson's now and change." 
 "Applesauce! It’s raining like it’s the end of the world, and it’s also a damn half 
hour each way!" 
 "I don't like all the swearing you do?” she scolds me. 
 Then my hero Ken saves the day, "Don't worry Lucas. I'll wait inside at our table 
and make sure they don't auction off your pudding, Pal." Ken jumps out of The Jalopy 
and gallops through the rain into the banquet hall. For the trip back from Ware to 
Chicopee Falls, Rebecca demotes herself up to the front seat next to me.   
 Rebecca is trying to study her fingernails again in the passing street lamps instead 
of the car dome light, I suppose to prove a nutty point, when, from nowhere, a red Land 
Cruiser is steaming head-on at The Jalopy. Rebecca hollers and I steer onto the shoulder. 
The Cruiser adjusts its course just in time and speeds away. "Those darn town kids 
haven't changed any!" Rebecca hollers. I don’t tell her that I know it’s not towners. I 
recognize the red blur of Taft’s Land Cruiser.    
 I can picture the scene in the back of The Cruiser like I’m re-watching a movie for 
the jillionth time. Taft is definitely goofed up on the apple-leaf that he always brings back 
from New York City. Probably some dopey ride-grabber from the dorms just wanted to 
skip walking to the Saturday Night Dinner in the rain. A virgin to DeWitt Taft’s Journey 
of Thrills down the thoroughfare, the poor sap somehow didn’t know about Taft's record 
as a registered maniac, and is probably right now getting ready to upchuck in the back 
seat. The person is also looking at the back of Hill's bean with that famous jungle of jet-
black hair under the edge of his Red Sox cap. Hill’s fat lips stick out of his profile, and 
his cheeks have a weird red flush. Hill is maybe changing the radio and holding a gasper 
in his way, steady on the ice, paying zilch attention to Taft's drunken creepery. Taft 
carries a hockey stick under the front seat, a weapon he can take out, especially if they 
run into trouble and have to dance with the pub school hockey goons from Belchertown 
Community High. People think Taft is fearless, but I think he’s full of applesauce. Hill is 
the one who’s truly fearless. Hill doesn’t get bunny-eared around those hose-rink towners 
and, unlike everybody else, Hill has no fear of Taft.   
 I know I talk about Hill a lot. I think about him a lot too. I even started imagining 
junk about him when I jazz myself. At first I felt like a secret weirdo. I had to force 
myself not to think about him. I stand next to Hill in the showers after every hockey 
practice. He’s short but he’s shaped like a statue or something classical like that. I think 
about the water rolling off his bare shoulders, and I can’t force my thoughts away 
anymore. I don’t want to force them away. I have this one story in my head I drift into 
where me and Hill are both on the Olympic hockey team: 
 Team USA travels to Africa to play against the national hockey team on the island 
of Mauritius. Of course, the American team clobbers Mauritius on the ice. Then the evil 
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ruler of Mauritius, Prince Surete, orders that me and Hill have to start playing for the 
Mauritius team. Being real Americans, we tell him to flip-off and the Mauritite secret 
police show up to arrest us in the middle of a practice. But we’re all white guys in 
matching red uniforms, and the police don’t know which is who. They threaten to arrest 
everybody; that is until Taft rats us out to save himself. So me and Hill get locked up all 
night in a damp and smelly locker room. We must decide by morning to play for their 
hockey team or to be executed. Hill gets really cold in the locker room, and he says its 
okay for real pals to keep each other warm. We lie all night embraced like teammates, 
next to each other on a wooden locker room bench. Then Hill tells me it’s also okay for 
two fellas to fool around with each other if they know it’s the last night of their lives. All 
of a sudden he’s planting one on my kisser with his weird, fat lips, and we have monkey 
business in the locker room. That’s how I save him from freezing to death. Sometimes I 
kinda-sorta get knotted up in the story logistics. How did I supposedly get good enough 
to make the Olympic hockey team? Why would Mauritius want me so bad to play for 
them? There are a lot of fellas better. Would Hill ever act all mushy that way? I sit in The 
Jalopy docked outside Howard Johnson's while Rebecca is inside changing into 
something less beautiful. My Robitussin bottle is almost empty. 
  
When Rebecca and I finally get back to the banquet hall everybody else is on dessert. Our 
empty plates are still waiting for us at a big round dining table with the Tafts from New 
York City and the Hills from Cambridge. Taft and his father are guzzling down the red 
wine carafes and making drunken slobs of themselves. The similarities between DeWitt 
Taft and Mr. Taft are creepy. They are both giants, have the same balding hairline and 
same cruddy sense of humor. I suppose a history of trying to tell apart father from son is 
how they got the nicknames Big Taft and Little Taft, although, in real life, Little Taft is 
the bigger of the two. Next to Big Taft is Little Taft's tiny, voiceless mother.   
 My own mother re-arrived wearing pants and something she calls a “smart 
blazer.” With all her makeup, she still looks to me like one of those ventriloquist 
dummies. Rebecca always takes it upon herself to fill every puny pause in conversation. 
It’s like some slob across the room is secretly showing her topic flashcards. 
"Congressman King and I were in Fiji last Winter. We couldn't have made the hockey 
championships even if Lucas had been playing. Would anyone else love a goblet of 
Cherry Heering? I told Lucas that in missing the championships and getting caught up in 
academics, he was doing what is best for Harding Academy.” Mr. and Mrs. Hill are being 
swell, paying polite attention to my mother’s endless yapping. They use their food 
chewing as a nice substitute for getting dragged into dopey small talk.   
 I’m watching Hill. He is the only one at the table watching the stage where the 
horrible Harding Academy Dixieland Ensemble is performing. He has one leg up on a 
chair and already loosened his tie and collar. Hill seems totally weird to me here with his 
wealthy, pretty family and without the Red Sox cap. Up to now, I always thought of Hill 
as more grownup then the other fellas. Now he looks like a little boy. His black, curly 
hair, while not long, is always in need of a comb. His ears are overly round. His cheeks 
are always flushed red, even when it’s hot outside. His abnormally big fat lips are plastic 
flower petals. The matching Hill family faces look like they’re put together as a 
supposedly real family in a clothing catalog. I don’t know what I’ve been slobbering 
about all this time. He’s not so mysterious, and he has an ugly, fatso face. Hill is just a 
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little boy who has everybody around here fooled that he’s ready to go out and be a man. 
 My dummy is still yapping. “To where bound are our graduates at this table?" 
Rebecca knows I didn't get into a college. I didn't apply to a college. 
 Hill, of all people, speaks up to save me, "Actually, Zamboni and I are planning to 
skip college and go right into fashion design." Rebecca pauses, misunderstanding he’s 
giving her the business. Big and Little Taft nearly crack their laughing skulls together. 
 Rebecca puts all kidding to rest and comes up with another line to fill this 
awkward second, “Lucas has decided to take a year for self-examination before 
committing to a college." The two Taft's are about to die from laughter again. Maybe 
"self-examination" is funny. 
 The wine is really goofing me up now, but I know the creep talking at the podium 
is doctor what’s-his-junk, president of Harding Academy. He’s introducing the other fella 
walking up there to speak, my stepdad. Congressman Ken King takes the microphone in 
his hands and steps around the podium to get deep or something with whole banquet hall 
audience. I’m glad he at least took off his corny cowboy hat.  
 “Folks, I myself did not attend a famous New England preparatory school. No, 
sir, I am a product of the little red schoolhouse in Waxahachie, Texas. That’s a long way 
from West Massachusetts, but the values taught here are the same as my schoolmarm 
taught me. Now, at my Grandmom's house, back in Waxahachie, we had this old clock in 
the parlor with a big pendulum. When the clock chimed it was louder than heck, and I'd 
cover my ears for the last minute of every hour. I used to stare at the clock and imagine 
that inside was a whole world of tiny little people whose job it was to make sure the clock 
hands kept turning, keep the pendulum swinging, and see to it that them chimes rang out 
exactly on the hour. It might sound kooky but the real world is kind of like Grandmom's 
clock. All us tiny little people have a job to do, keeping the springs and weights and gears 
moving. We all have a special God given responsibility to do our little job to keep the 
whole big machine working. You graduates have earned your station as one of the many 
who all keep the chimes ringing. Graduates, when Grandmom's chimes call you to 
Washington or Wall Street or Waxahachie, you have a great advantage. At Harding you 
have been taught what kids used to learn in every school, the rules of the game, what 
washes and what doesn't, how to shake the hand of the man. I guess what I’m saying is 
maybe you even learned a few things that this old ranch hand didn’t have the chance too." 
 I’m about to keel over from this dopey speech when I see Kuan standing in the 
corridor. I finish off my glass of wine and run over there. "Kuan, come sit down at my 
table. You've got to help me try and clam up my mother." 
 Kuan sighs and brushes her wet hair from her face, "Lucas, I've decided I am to 
sit with my girlfriends. I don't want your mother to think that you and I are going steady 
any longer." 
 "Excuse me, are we officially not steady anymore?" I pull Kuan by the hand back 
toward the doorway. "I thought you said it was a break?" 
 "Maybe my English is worse than I know. I really meant to say that we are taking 
a breakup." 
 "But we're still pals and stuff?" 
 Kuan throws her hands up. "Yes, Lucas, but graduation is a time of big change. 
Besides, am starting to see another." 
 "Another? Who now? The sexually experienced Duke of The Klondike?" An old 
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lady’s voice is buzzing around my ear. It’s Professor Parnum from my father's 
department trying to get my attention. The second I turn away, Kuan leaves me alone in 
the corridor with the lady and goes to sit down with her girlfriends. 
 "Mr. Zablocki,” Professor Parnum calls me. “I would like to ask if your father's 
feelings are meaningless to you.” 
 "Are you goofed up on apple-leaf, lady?” 
 "No, I'm worried about how your father feels sitting at home with his model ships 
while you invite his ex-wife to all the graduation functions." 
 "My father told me he could give a care!" 
 "I guess he spoke of it differently to me. You know the Congressman said 
something interesting in his speech, Mr. Zablocki. It seems to me that a student deserving 
a diploma from this institution should know when or not to wash. Perhaps you were 
daydreaming again during that part?" 
 I give the old lady the big brush off and escape outside to see if the rain will sober 
me up. I have had enough of acting like a pushover for Rebecca’s fakeness and Kuan's 
applesauce and Congressmen Ken King's, well, enough of him. Maybe my real beef is 
with my father. Getting irked with Professor Zablocki is like being beefed about an icing 
penalty in hockey– a penalty called because the puck makes it down-ice before you ever 
do. The picture of Professor Zablocki sitting at home, hovering over those dang ships and 
all their tiny parts really gets me steamed. Him acting like I dumped him is child abuse or 
something. I jump in The Jalopy and scud out of the dock. I’m full of red wine and mad 
as double hockey stick.  
 

 
The Harding Academy campus is built on the side of a wooded slope. As I navigate up 
the winding drive on this rainy night, the dark old buildings are sharp and creepy. They 
look like giant tombstones. There’s the new Athletics building at the top of the slope. It’s 
the only thing they’ve built in the last jillion years. To me it looks like a fat hunk of butter 
on burnt toast. Where’s a pen when I think up something swell like that to write down? I 
suck out the last drops from the Robitussin bottle and tie up The Jalopy behind Athletics 
where nobody would ever come at night. If I feel like it, I can sit right here in Professor 
Zablocki's old Plymouth and jazz myself. I close my eyes and try to float off into another 
one of my stories:   
 An ultra right-wing army from Mauritius has invaded and overthrown the United 
States. Harding Academy has been turned into a military boot camp for boys. All the 
lassies were relocated to Belchertown Community High where they are forced to bake 
and knit for us. Because I’m a day student, the new military creeps didn’t know I was off 
campus when they took over. I plan, play by play, a one-man midnight infiltration over 
the barbed wire fence surrounding the former Harding campus. I rub out all the security 
patrols with my silencer-Uzi. Using my superior knowledge of electronics, I disable the 
alarm system into the prison barracks, which were converted from the old Harding 
banquet hall. Asleep on a banquet round, I find my dear old pal Hill. He’s thin and weak 
but eager to escape. I hand him a loaded machine gun klept off the corpse of some 
security stooge I eliminated. On a nearby banquet table, Taft wakes up and gets all 
sloppy, bawling and begging to escape with me and Hill. We take Taft along because I 
guess we’re a couple of saps, but his own clumsiness gets him gunned down to death in a 
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shootout near the Harding library that was converted into a tactical command center. 
Blood flows and cherished old Harding buildings burn as me and Hill shoot and jujutsu 
our way down the slope. The operation goes swell, just as I planned, and we—the two 
freedom fighters—escape at the exact time a supply train is passing the campus. We jump 
into an open freight car and are safely on the way over the border to the liberated zone. 
Hill thanks me for saving him, and we embrace like teammates. Then he stops, looks into 
my eyes, cups my bloody chin and plants one on me with his dirty, fat lips. We have 
monkey business the rest of the night on that freight car in a pile of sawdust. I know that 
there is even more junk in this story that could never come true, but I enjoy it just the 
same. The story, and maybe the cough medicine, is making me feel invincible now. 
  
When I first walk inside the front room of my house I think my wet sport jacket smells 
like Robitussin, but then I realize it’s probably the stink of model glue coming from 
Professor Zablocki’s den. I push tough on his den door forgetting it’s partially blocked 
behind by two big oak desks that are shoved together as a table for his piled up tools, 
scraps of wood and other model building junk. Around the room he has open-backed 
metal shelves displaying a thousand years of sea faring at 1/48th scale. All the famous 
ships are there in miniature glory: The Mayflower, The Flying Cloud, The Constitution, 
The Dreadnought, The Queen Mary. In the middle of it, wrestling with the nylon rigging 
of some model, is a thin man in his red robe and slippers. I stand silent for a sec waiting 
for Professor Zablocki to notice I’m there. He finally speaks, but never takes his eyes 
away from his ship. "Is it over, Lucas?" 
 "Don’t give me the business, Captain!" I holler at him. "Why'd you tell what’s-
her-bitch that I didn't invite you to the dinner thing?" 
 "You did not invite me to the dinner." 
 "Right, you said you could give a care." 
 Professor Zablocki shrugs, "I said it is your dinner and you should be the one to 
decide who you want at your table." 
 "So you're beefed that I'm out with Rebecca, and you have to sit here alone." 
 Professor Zablocki sets down his calipers and removes his glasses. "I do not have 
a beef, Lucas. And I do not have to do anything." He leans back in his chair. "In fact 
Coach’s wife sent me an invitation to their cocktail party tonight, which I was just 
considering getting dressed to attend. Then there is the graduation and teacher’s banquet 
tomorrow.”  
 Once again I’m the pushover thinking I have better jujutsu skills than him. I can 
feel I’m going to start bawling, so instead I decide to flip. "Should I send you an 
invitation to let me know when I’ve done anything right?" 
 "You should do whatever you want to do, Lucas." Professor Zablocki turns 
himself back to the model ship. That’s his way of saying our conversation is over, and it 
always chafes me. I jump across the den and grab the model. Then I heave the dang thing 
across the room into one of the metal shelves, and it shatters into a jillion broken pieces 
along with The Monitor and The Merrimac. 
 For once Professor Zablocki looks mad. He’s like a fuse disappearing into the 
throat of a gunpowder keg. "What in Hell did you do that for?" 
 "Because I want to see you flip! I want to see you dance!" 
 Professor Zablocki stands up from his desk. In his robe and slippers he lunges at 



 
17 

  

me. He grabs me under my chin and pushes me back against the wall with one strong 
hand. He is mad, but he’s still kinda-sorta whispering. "You want to fight, Lucas? Well, 
keep me out of it. This is my den, not a hockey rink. I am not going to have some 
alcoholic violence with my son here, or anyplace else for that matter." Then he just lets 
me go and walks over to the mess of broken models. I sit down on the floor. Now I am 
bawling. Professor Zablocki pulls a mangled ship from the pile and begins to reset the 
shelves. "I guess hockey hasn't taught you anything about sportsmanship, Lucas." He’s 
already calm again. "I have seen all of you that I care to tonight." 
 
I decide to scram out of there and walk back down the thoroughfare to campus in the rain. 
I can’t believe myself and that jazz with throwing Professor Zablocki’s ship. I guess I 
must be more goofed up than I realize. I pull my sport jacket over my head to get a gasper 
lit in the rain, and the wet wool feels as heavy as an anchor on my back. Headlights are 
behind me. There’s a truck coming down the hill like a destroyer. It crosses lanes, 
heading for me. I run up into the shrubbery to avoid getting clobbered by it, and a flash of 
red sweeps past me before skidding to a full stop. The driver door opens and a gigantic, 
balding kid is standing in the rain, hollering at me from a fountain of chewing tobacco 
juice. "Zamboni! You crummy excuse for a defenseman! Get your red-headed, Polack, 
free-tuition junk in the wagon!" 
 I get in the back seat of The Cruiser where I can see over Taft's shoulder. He tacks 
about 85 through the thoroughfare. Hill is in the front passenger seat, back under his Red 
Sox cap, holding his gasper like a teacup in his right hand and searching the radio dial 
with his left. I notice both boys have loosened their ties and I copy them. Hill mutters, 
"Zamboni, you look like you’re about to flip." He reaches into the glove box and pulls 
out a rolled apple-leaf. He lights it and hands it over the seat to me.    
 "Yeah, Zamboni. I thought you had The Jalopy tonight." Taft says. “Swell the 
way you stranded your mother and Congressman Queer at the banquet." 
 "I swapped The Jalopy for a chance to finally jujutsu my father, but I was too 
goofed up." 
 "Fast legs, slow fist," Hill notes. 
 "No fake? Golly, can you get expelled for clobbering a teacher if he's your dad?" 
Taft wonders out loud. There’s a sixer of beer cans on the deck of The Cruiser and I grab 
one. "Looks like we all came off the dance floor with our front teeth. Listen to this 
applesauce, Zamboni.” Taft spits tobacco juice out the porthole. “We ran into those 
Polack towners from the Belchertown team at the Oasis-24 Store. Hill is in the store 
trying to klept a sixer of beer in his sport jacket while I'm sitting out there in the parking 
lot enjoying a gasper. Out of nowhere comes Kostelnik and three or four others from that 
pub school goon squad. They're trying to pretend friendly, and jazz me with 
congratulations on getting the team to the championships. So, I say, 'Whoopee. It means a 
lot coming from a bunch of field-hockey fairies we mugged at regionals.' And that 
sonovagun, hippy Kostelnik whips out a dang switchblade on me. While I'm surrounded 
by five Belchertown ice thugs with a knife, Bartleby here creeps out of Oasis-24, over to 
The Cruiser, and he sneaks up behind that dumb Polack with the old lumber." Taft picks 
up the hockey stick from next to him on the seat and bangs it on The Cruiser’s dashboard 
like a loony. "So, Hill clobbers Kostelnik across the back of his bean, and Kostelnik goes 
straight down on the wet pavement. Then Hill picks up the knife and holds it at 
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Kostelnik's throat to scare back the other towners. They’re a whole squad of bunnies, if 
you ask me. Every one of those hose-rink slobs ran home to their ugly mother. They'd 
never stand by their pal like my buddy Hill. You know what I mean Zamboni? So the 
creep is lying there bawling and crapping his pants and Hill steps off to let him go. Like 
Hill would ever be a crumb enough to cut a fella’s throat, right? Just as Kostelnik stands 
up, Hill shows his jujutsu skills and slashes the goon’s face with the blade of the hockey 
paddle. While that pilon is rolling on the ground screaming, holding his bleeding, grubby 
face we scrammed the double hockey stick out of there. Then look what we almost 
collide with, the Zamboni machine himself!”  
 I close my eyes and guzzle the beer. "Where are we going?" I exhale. 
 "Boathouse," Taft says. 
 "What did you guys do with your folks? Mine are still at the banquet." 
 "You dope Zamboni, they had to get a ride to Coach's party with my folks. They'll 
be swell as long as Big Taft isn't behind the wheel." The Cruiser chops as Little Taft 
avoids a mailbox while opening another beer can. "The lassies are going up to the 
boathouse roof and they should be pretty goofed up by now. So you and me can both play 
rover position tonight, right Zamboni?" 
 I swallow another hunk of beer. "Aren't we all playing rover? Why isn't Hill 
rover?" 
 "You mean this pilon hasn’t told you yet? I guess Marcel Marceau up here is still 
thinking up a corny pantomime to break it to you that he's spearing Kuan now." 
 "Is that true, Hill?" 
 "It’s not like that, Zamboni,” Hill speaks.  “We’re not going steady or any of that 
jazz." 
 I don’t know what to say. I’m so goofed up I don’t even know if I faint or pass out 
in the back seat.   
 
The next thing I do know I’m being suffocated to death with an athletic cup that smells 
like rotting seaweed. I push away the hand that’s pushing the business into my face. "Ya 
like the stink of my junk-can Zamboni?" Wake up and shake it off you carrot-cake fairy!” 
Taft is laughing at his own gag. He jumps out of the seat and leaves The Cruiser door 
open for me to follow him. When I sit up I see Hill outside the truck smoking a gasper. It 
has stopped raining. The three of us hike over the trail, down to the lake. I still feel pretty 
goofed up. I slip a jillion times coming down the incline to the boathouse and my sport 
jacket and tie get real muddy. Taft said there was supposed to be a big wingding up on 
the roof but it’s just Kuan and a couple of her girlfriends with a bunch of umbrellas.   
 Taft jumps up the ladder first. "Where in double hockey stick is everybody?" He 
demands to know.  
 "We are going back to the dorms," Kuan fills us in. She’s goofed up too, but she 
looks like she’s about to flip. "Some mean boys come around looking for you fellows, 
and they start pushing around people. They want to make people say where you are. They 
started stealing beer and saying loud they would wait for you. One boy had blood over 
his face. Everybody was afraid of them and left. After we watch the mean boys drive off, 
we come back up here waiting to warn you."   
 "God dang, Kostelnik!” Taft puts it together. “I can't believe those Polacks are 
coming back for more of my jujutsu. Come on Hill, let’s go get our hockey paddles!" 
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 "You go, Taft. Zamboni and I will guard center ice." Taft jumps back down the 
ladder, followed by the lassies. Kuan pauses at the top of the ladder and then walks back 
over to me and Hill. She puts one mushy hand on each of our forearms. "Our world is bad 
that we can never stop the wrong from others. It is a worse world that we do not stop the 
wrong of ourselves." She starts to bawl and then climbs down the ladder. 
 My bean is spinning. I lie down on a bench and can feel the wetness of the wood 
through my sport jacket. Hill is standing across from me, leaning against the concrete 
railing. He lights another a gasper, holding it like a teacup. I’m planning to say 
something, but I close my eyes so I don’t have to look at him. "When was I supposed to 
find out about you and Kuan?" 
 "What you didn't know couldn't hurt you,” Hill tells me. “Graduation is 
tomorrow. When will I ever see her again? I thought she doesn’t have time to get stuck 
on me if it’s just monkey business in the last week of school." 
 "This is like the worst thing a fella can do to a guy. I kinda-sorta look up to you, 
Hill." 
 "You look in the wrong place, Zamboni. You’re a pushover. You're as clumsy at 
life as you are on the ice. What do I always tell you?" 
 "'Play the man,'" I recite. 
 "Right, 'play the man.' My scam in decking a slow defenseman like you, 
Zamboni, is in my stick handling. I dribble the puck on the end of my stick as I skate, and 
it never rests against the blade. If it did, you could just hit my stick and make the puck 
sail away. I've got control of the puck the whole time, but I hardly ever touch it. I've got 
my lateral dribble, my forward-backward dribble, and my quick inside dribble. It's all so 
fast you don't have any idea where I'm headed. That's my scam. Now, here's yours.” He 
leans toward me, but he’s still hard to hear. “You can beat me if you stop chasing after 
my puck and start watching me, my body. Watching my puck will always goof you up. 
Keep your eyes glued on my chest, and you’ll see which way I’m going. Your job is to 
move with the play, not to be a hero. You don't need to be a hero to be good. There's a 
position for you on the ice, Zamboni, if you ever learn how to play it."    
 These are the most words in a row I had ever heard from Hill, and I do feel 
goofed up. "I don't get your applesauce. My job is to watch you dribble Kuan like a 
hockey puck? I wish I could explain to you how it makes me feel. What I mean is…” I 
pause because I’ve got bunny-ears for the words coming out of my mouth, “it's not just 
about Kuan."     
 Hill flicks his cigarette butt over the railing. "People always jazz me because I 
don’t say zilch. The way I figure it, a lot of junk is just better left unsaid. The damage that 
saying some things can do is worse then the not saying. I know what you have to say to 
me, Zamboni. Save yourself from having to say it." 
 "You’re the only person I believe in." 
 "Applesauce. I'm not the spiff you think I am. I'm the creep who ran across the 
Oasis-24 parking lot with a hockey stick and danced with that pub school goon for no 
reason. Taft was trying to scam those towners." 
 "Scam them?" 
 "Taft sold them some of that New York apple-leaf, and it was junk. He gypped 
them, and now they're coming after us for their dough. Playing a third-line defenseman 
might not have seemed swank to you Zamboni, but you were part of a team; you did what 
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was expected. Play the man, Zamboni. Whether or not I score is my problem. You can't 
save me, Lucas. If I fall and you try to catch me, I'll just melt away like ice in your 
hands." 
 Golly, now that sounds like famous writing. Hill climbs down the ladder to go 
find Taft and the hockey sticks. I start to bawl again. A breeze rolls an empty beer can 
across the asphalt roof. The night sky has finally cleared of clouds. There is another story 
in my head where me and Hill are in a little crumby sailboat lost at sea. We lie next to 
each other on the deck at night and look up at the stars, making up new constellations. 
We’re not the slightest bit worried about the future and junk, or even which direction the 
boat is sailing. In this story I happen to have in my sport jacket a tube of model glue, and 
Hill and I pass and sniff on the junk between us, just getting goofed up and laughing. The 
story makes me feel happy and I start to float away for a while.   
 Something loud startles me. I sit up from the bench and stumble toward the 
hollering. I peer over the railing of the boathouse roof. Below me, against the wall of the 
boathouse is Hill. He is surrounded by a bunch of longhaired kids. One kid with dried 
blood all over his face is pointing a handgun at Hill and swearing at him.    
 "How do you like this competition, Prep? Are you scared?" 
 "You're hose-rink, Kostelnik," Hill answers, cool. "You're too bunny-eared to 
dance without a gun.”    
 Golly, this is unbelievable! Are they putting this story on just for my sake? I feel 
high as a topsail. Kostelnik hollers, "Give us our God damn money, Prep?" I lean over 
the railing to grab at the gun. If my arms were only ten feet longer, I could reach it. Then 
it occurs to me that the roof is about the same height as a springboard in diving. I can 
jump.  
 I remember every part of a perfect dive. I pull off my muddy necktie, climb up on 
the concrete railing, and balance myself into the standard standing position. I can’t let all 
my jazzy feelings distract me from proper execution. I pick out the gun below as my 
entry point. It’s just a basic forward dive. Or, not getting too ritzy, I can do a forward 
one-and-a-half somersault with one twist. Would everything be different if I had just 
stuck with diving in the ninth grade? Would my folks still be married? I would never 
have become such pals with Hill if I had decided to keep diving instead of play hockey. I 
lean forward over the edge of the roof, spring from the concrete railing, and I jump. I 
keep my head level by focusing, not on my entry point, but into my legs as I form an 
open pike somersault. Opening my body, I move my arms into the squared-out position 
and turn my upper half into the twist. As my arms unwind from the rotation, I’m 
stretching my hands for the gun, completing the twist, aimed head first at Kostelnik. My 
shoulders are against my ears. My elbows are pointed out. I position my hands with the 
palms open and thumbs locked together. I am focused on the gun. What a swell dive. Hill 
will be jazzed with my unknown athletic ability. As I push my palm into the gun and my 
body topples down onto Kostelnik, I hear cracking bones and the boom of the gun. 
Everything goes goofy. Something really sharp rips through my hull, like I’m being torn 
in half or a bomb has exploded inside me. Then it all goes away. All the noise, and color 
and pain are drained out in one swallow. For a long time I only know that I’m kinda-sorta 
lost in a weird nowhere. 
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"And this ship is again called?"  
 "It's The Glory Of The Seas. She's a clipper. Professor Zablocki sent me another 
model kit of The Titanic, but it looks like it could be crumby in any scale." 
 Kuan is sitting in the wicker chair next to mine. She smiles at me and looks across 
the hospital's green lawn. She shades her eyes from the bright July sun. 
 "I never know you knew all this stuff about the ships." 
 "When I was a kid, Professor Zablocki and I used to build them together." 
 "The nurse has said you are to be walking around and out of this hospital in a 
couple of weeks. You can come visit me at Julliard in fall. Maybe even Taft will come 
down from Yale on that day." 
 "Taft wouldn't want to see me. Taft probably wants to clobber me," I say. 
 "Lucas, even Taft knows what happened to Hill was in accident." We both stop 
talking and I float away for a sec while inspecting The Glory Of The Seas. "What is that 
in your robe pocket?" 
 "It's a letter from Rebecca the nurse handed me on the way down. I can’t open it 
with my arm slung up in this junk. Would you read it to me, Kuan?” 
 
Dear Strawberry, 
 Ken and I are joyous to hear you are recovering quickly. You were lucky to 
survive with a bullet wound and a broken clavicle. I'm not sure what a clavicle is. If it's a 
bone that only boys have, I guess I'd rather not know. As long as wherever hurts feels 
better. Ken reassures you that he spent some time in that kind of hospital after the war 
and that a few months in the kook barn will help you see you are a lot saner than you 
think you are. He also says, “Hardy har.”   
 You would have enjoyed the eulogy Ken was asked to give at Chip Hill's funeral. 
Ken was marvelous, and he's planning to use the story of what happened to Chip in his 
campaign speech next year. I suggested he consider writing a bill to help keep teens from 
getting involved with such trouble. Does the Chip Hill bill sound silly? It won't be if it 
keeps guns out of our private schools.   
 We are relieved, and not surprised, to hear that you have been resolved of any 
personal blame and that the town boy will be tried as an adult for Chip’s murder. It's too 
bad something terrible had to happen before those people learned a good lesson. Chip is 
said to have been a talented student and an excellent athlete. He would have been an 
inspiration to people who will never know who he was.  
 I could never think up one bullet passing right through the middle of a person and 
killing another person. Ken and I say you acted like a hero trying to save Chip, despite 
your failure to do so. We mean that from the bottom of both our hearts.   
 In all the murder and confusion, we completely forgot to give you a graduation 
present. After you’ve been locked down in a mental hospital for weeks, we thought you 
might like to take a vacation. Perhaps Kuan could find some time too before her fall 
college semester starts. So, you two turtledoves pick a place, anyplace in the world. We'll 
send you the tickets. 
 
Hugs,  
Rebecca and Ken 
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 Kuan hands me back the letter. "I know that we are still not going steady 
anymore, Lucas, but I would go on such a trip with you as friends. Where could we go?"   
 I put down the model ship and roll Rebecca’s letter into a cylinder. I think about it 
for a sec and look down the cylinder pretending to be viewing The Glory Of The Seas 
through some corny telescope. Then I put the end of the cylinder to my mouth, hold it 
like a teacup, and pretend like I’m smoking a gasper. Finally I answer, "How about 
Mauritius?" 
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Breathing Under Water 

Shelli Cornelison 
 
Mom makes us pose for pictures before we leave for the dance. I don’t really mind 
having pictures taken in my dress. The shimmery aqua material falls to just above my 
knees and the little blue and green rhinestones sewn into the hem make it swing when I 
turn. The top has the same little rhinestones in a floral pattern. If only Harlan’s arm didn’t 
feel so stiff around my waist, I might even smile. He’s still mad. Disappointed, as he put 
it—disappointed I wouldn’t try to scheme a way I could spend the whole night with him 
after Chase’s party tonight.  
 I reach for the radio as we back out of my driveway. “I’m so sick of this song. 
Can I change it?” 
 “Sure. Go ahead.” He shrugs but doesn’t even glance in my direction. This dress 
is strapless with a generous V at my cleavage. I’ll admit my cleavage isn’t normally all 
that noticeable, but tonight I’m squeezed into a push-up bra with a double underwire, 
extra gel padding, and a miniature air mattress in each cup. It came with a pump, for 
crying out loud! And I can’t even get a sideways glance?  
 Maybe I should’ve had a few more inches taken off my hem. 
 The dance is even lamer than he predicted, which sucks because I want it to be 
fun and for him to say maybe we should just skip Chase’s party after all. I’m pretty sure 
this D.J. is a regular on the middle school dance circuit. Finally, he plays a slow song 
that’s still getting air play on the radio and I ask Harlan to dance. At first I think he might 
object, as if dancing weren’t part of the original deal. I half expect him to say: “Hey, I 
only agreed to bring you here. You never said I had to actually dance with you.” But he 
smiles and nods.  
 When he wraps his arms around me they’re as stiff as back in my living room 
when my mom was flashing a million shots of the same pose. I look up at him and initiate 
a kiss. He kisses me back. When he pulls away from the kiss he looks down at me—
straight down.  
 He just got the fifty-two dollar view. And Mom said this bra couldn’t do anything 
to justify that price tag. I should send that pushy salesgirl some flowers.  
 He initiates the next kiss. And his arms aren’t stiff anymore. 
 I’m reassured he’s still interested in me by the time we leave the dance floor, but 
the whole event is coming undone. The few other upper classmen who bothered to show 
have already taken off. Even Summer and Alexis are talking about a change of plans.  
 Harlan stands up and pulls out his keys. 
 I remind him I need to change. “There’s no way I’m going to the party in this 
dress.” 
 He scans me up and down. “I wish you would.” He grabs my bag from his truck 
anyway.  
 I look at myself in my dress one last time in the bathroom mirror.   
 What a waste of a perfect dress. And fifty-two bucks. 
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 Harlan gives me more than one sideways glance on the way to the party. I don’t 
feel as grateful for his attention as I did back at the dance. In fact, I have the urge to cross 
my arms over my chest now, even though I’m back in my cover-it-all-and-then-some, 
reasonably priced bra with a sweater on top.  
 Mitch and Rachel walk up to the truck as soon as we park. Mitch congratulates 
Harlan. “Nice moves last night, man. You shook that guy out of his shoes.” 
 Harlan laughs and they slap hands. “We get to keep the playoffs in our sights for 
another week.”  
 “Hell, yeah. Thanks to you we do.” The guys start to walk toward the house, 
talking about the game and leaving Rachel and me behind by the truck. She smiles at me 
and says hi. Her jeans are sleek and dark. They look stiff. Mine are worn and 
comfortable, soft. She’s wearing heels. I’m wearing flat suede boots. My sweater is kind 
of form-fitting, which seemed sexy when I bought it. Her top is silky and flowing, almost 
shapeless. Everything about her is the exact opposite of me and I know that’s how it’s 
going to be with every other girl at this party. I think about making a run for it, but I reign 
in the drama. I figure if it’s that bad once we’re inside, I’ll just call Mom to come get me. 
And that’ll make me instantly popular.  
 The entire offensive line comes over to greet Harlan as soon as we walk in. None 
of them even see me. I get squeezed out and bump into a really drunk guy I recognize 
from my chemistry class.  
 He recognizes me, too. “Hey, I know you. You’re that schmart girl. You’re in my 
chem . . . chemical class, right?” He starts to sway and squints his eyes like that might 
help with his balance. 
 “Something like that. Yeah.” 
 He laughs like that’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard. “Something like that. 
That’s funny. You’re schmart and funny. I like you. Wuz your name?” 
 Before I can answer he falls back into the wall, leans over and barfs half a keg 
into the aquarium. 
 Chase parts the crowd. “Dude, what the hell is wrong with you? Are you crazy? 
Those are my mom’s fish!” Chase grabs the guy by the back of his neck and pushes him 
down the hall and into the bathroom, where he throws him on the floor and shuts the door 
behind him.  
 Some drunk, senior girl tells Chase not to worry about his mom’s fish. She can 
take care of them. Chase hugs her and leaves her to it. She takes care of them all right. 
She finds a bottle of bleach in the laundry room and pours a couple of glugs into the 
aquarium. “Here you go little fishies. This will clean your water all good.” 
 Rachel is watching her, too. She shakes her head and laughs. I don’t think it’s 
funny. Those fish are going to die. I make my way through the crowd until I find Harlan. 
“Hey, some drunk girl just poured a bunch of bleach into Chase’s mom’s aquarium. 
Those fish are going to die.” 
 He shrugs. “They were probably going to die anyway after Belzer puked on them. 
There’s not much we can do about it now.” 
 “Chase’s mom probably has a net to take the fish out when the tank gets cleaned. 
Someone should take those fish out and try to clean the tank.” 
 “Kendall, you’re at a party. Relax. Have fun.” He goes back to laughing with his 
friends.  
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 I zigzag my way through the crowd that’s turned the kitchen into a dance floor. I 
elbow somebody in the back enough to get him to back up so I can open a cabinet door. I 
squeeze sideways in and out of the crowd, elbowing dancing backs until I find a glass 
mixing bowl in one of the upper cabinets. There’s no way I can make it to the sink for 
water.  
 The drunk guy is curled up in a ball, sound asleep on the bathroom floor. I watch 
him for a few seconds to make sure his chest is still rising and falling. Then I step over 
him and fill the mixing bowl with lukewarm water. I find the net in the cabinet under the 
aquarium and scoop the fish out and put them in the bowl. Someone taps my shoulder. 
It’s Rachel. “What are you doing?” 
 “I have to try to save these fish.” 
 She smiles. I think she might laugh at me but she pushes up her sleeves instead. 
“Here, I’ll help. Do you think these fish will actually survive?” 
 “No, probably not. But I can’t just leave them swimming in bleached beer.”  
 Besides, cleaning out the aquarium looks like more fun than anything else I could 
do at this party. 
 We find a handled plastic cup in the aquarium supplies and Rachel carts cupfuls 
of contaminated water to the bathroom sink until we have it as empty as we can get it. 
There are some tablets to treat the water so we drop in a few and start refilling. I lower 
the fish back in one at a time. “At least they stand a better chance now.” 
 Rachel smiles at me again. “You’re really sweet. Let’s go wash our hands and 
find something fun to do at this party.” She finds some friends on the dance floor in the 
kitchen and joins in.  
 I keep going until I reach the back door. I slip out into the yard. The frigid dark air 
stings my cheeks, which is how I realize there are tears running down them. Fish out of 
water. At least nobody’s puked on me or tried to drown me in bleach. Yet.  
 A group of guys standing near the edge of the pool pass a joint around. I lie on a 
chaise and look up at the stars. One of the guys drops his letterman jacket on me as he 
walks back to the house. “It’s freezing out here, girl.” 
 “Thanks.” I look back to see who it is, but I don’t recognize him. The jacket is 
warm. I slip it on backwards like a hospital gown so the back of it covers me from my 
neck to my hips and lie back down.  
 
 “Kendall, wake up.” Harlan is shaking me. I sit up and look around. “Why are you 
wearing Henderson’s jacket?” 
 “I didn’t know whose jacket this was. He was out here getting high with some 
other guys and he dropped it on my lap on his way back in. I came out for some fresh air 
and I guess I fell asleep.” 
 “Have you been out here asleep the whole time we’ve been here?” 
 “No. I cleaned the aquarium first.” 
  “You actually cleaned out the aquarium?” He holds out his hand to help me up. 
 I ignore his hand and stand up on my own. “It’s not like you even knew I was 
gone. I could’ve called my mom to pick me up and you wouldn’t have missed me.”   
 We walk back through the party and Harlan tosses Joey Henderson’s jacket back 
at him.  
 He looks at me before he starts the truck. “For the record, I hate Joey Henderson. 
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Borrow someone else’s jacket next time, okay? Like, oh, I don’t know…maybe mine?”  
 He pulls his truck to the curb when he takes me home. He doesn’t lean in to kiss 
me. He doesn’t say he’s sorry for ditching me at the party. He hardly even looks at me. I 
open the door and start to get out. “Kendall, look …” 
 “Save it.” I slam the truck door behind me. I’m fighting the urge to run back to his 
truck and see what he had to say all the way up the sidewalk. Before I reach the front 
porch, I give in and start to turn around. I hear leaves crunch under his tires as he pulls 
away.  
 Me and my good timing. 
 I get a text from Channing before I fall asleep, asking how my night went. I reply 
and tell her I’ll call her in the morning and fill her in.  
 I can’t possibly cover my night in a text and I don’t feel like talking. 
 Swim, fish. Swim.  
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Compelling and Believable (or What I Learned in 
Sophomore English) 

Claudia Snow Classon 
                  

 
“Thanks, Mr. Lewis, you saved my life!” That’s what I wanted to shout as I 
watched the police lieutenant walk out of my house. But I didn’t. I kept my trap shut, and 
I put on a face to show how devastated I was by the news that my best friend was dead. It 
wasn’t as easy for me as you’d think; I’m the one who killed him. 
 Mr. Lewis, my sophomore English teacher, had written at the bottom of my final 
short story a few weeks before: “Good story. Compelling and believable. Always go with 
honest emotions like this and use details.” 
 Compelling and believable. Mr. Lewis had drummed those words into us for the 
whole year. If the reader wasn’t compelled to find out what happened, or if the 
characters’ motives and actions weren’t believable, the story failed. I wrote plenty of 
failures before something clicked in my head, and I finally got it. 
 When the lieutenant showed up at my house to ask about Jeff, I remembered what 
Mr. Lewis had written. I was compelling. I was believable. And I was…dishonest. But I 
lied with such honest emotion, the cop believed me. 
 Tears trailed down my face; my throat choked up and my nose ran. Unable to deal 
with my grief, my mom darted to the kitchen for a box of tissues. She’d been sitting on 
the couch, wringing her hands, her mouth gaping open. Useless, as always. 
 “Tell me your story, son,” said Lt. Farinelli, an older guy with thinning salt-and-
pepper hair combed straight back from his face. “Where did you go after school 
yesterday afternoon?” 
 The quarry. The place Jeff and I had found when we were fourteen and where we 
started hanging out together when we cut gym. At fourteen I was popping chest hairs as 
fast as zits and my hormonal urges—unsatisfied by anyone but me—drove me nuts. 
Dad’s typical reaction to my wiseass behavior was to turn purple and scream. Mom 
would find any excuse to get out of the house and away from both of us. I felt ugly, 
angry, and confused. Jeff, the class fat kid, was the only one in ninth grade desperate 
enough to be my friend. 
 I blew my nose into a handful of tissues that Mom handed me. She sank back into 
the couch like a limp, toss pillow, dabbing at her eyes. 
 Making a visible effort to calm myself, I used the time to organize the tale I had 
rehearsed since yesterday when I ran from the quarry, ducking through the woods near 
the football field. No one saw me.  
 Be compelling. Believable.  
 “I was…I went…” I gasped. “Oh, man, Jeff.” I coughed up a little anger. “How 
did it happen? Where?” 
 “Just tell me about your day first, son,” replied Lt. Farinelli in an even voice, 
thumbing open a small notebook. 
 
 “Okay, okay,” I said. I swiped my eyes with the soggy tissue. “I saw him…Jeff, I 
mean…right before I walked home from school. He said something about walking into 
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town.” I beetled my brows. “I think he was meeting someone, but he never said who.” 
The lieutenant jotted everything down. Good, that’ll send him on a wild goose chase for a 
while.  
 “Is there any place in particular that Jeff liked to hang out?” 
 Our hideout in the quarry popped into my mind. The rough granite walls, soot-
stained from years of campfires. The musty sleeping bags we’d dragged there. The 
narrow, dangerous path along the edge of the pit that was the only way into our man-
made cave. 
 The day we found the cave when exploring the quarry, Jeff and I had cut last 
period gym together to smoke a couple of joints. I’d scored them off a kid in Bio. We 
soon realized that, big as he was, Jeff had no head for weed. I wasn’t much better. Then 
we discovered some other things we shared.  
 “Son? I assume you have some idea where Jeff liked to hang out.” 
 I shook myself out of the memory. “Sure. Vinny’s Pizza. Nick’s Comix Shop…he 
and Nick’s son Joe are…were… friends, too.” The pen scratched that into the notebook. 
“And the diner. We went there a lot after school. Jeff…liked to eat.” Jeff was a mountain. 
At sixteen he was six-three and 260 pounds. 
 “Did he mention any of those places to you when you saw him yesterday?” 
 “No, he didn’t mention anyplace special. Just going to town…in general.” 
 The cop paused, staring at his notes. 
 “Did Jeff have any enemies—either at school or outside of school?” 
 A few possibilities jumped into my mind, but I didn’t want to look like I was 
steering the police toward anyone in particular. That could backfire. 
 “Enemies? No. He wasn’t what you’d call popular, but no enemies that I knew 
of.” I paused. “He used to get teased a lot about his size, but not so much lately.” 
 Scratch, scratch, scratch. 
 “And what did you do yesterday after school?” 
 “I went home to study,” I said. “Final exams are next week.” 
 The lieutenant peered down his nose at me over his notes. I could imagine what 
he saw: a sixteen-year-old boy who claimed he was studying on a sunny June afternoon. 
No way. 
 Make it believable.  
 “Well, I mean I was supposed to be studying.” I threw a guilty glance at my mom. 
“But first I shot some baskets in the back yard. I studied a little bit. Then I played End of 
the World for about an hour.” That part was true. I’d logged into the game as soon as I 
got home from the quarry. They’d be able to confirm that. 
 The lieutenant picked up his head. “End of the World? What’s that?” 
 “It’s a computer game I play online. You know…simulated war games? It’s 
cool.” 
 
 The lieutenant shook his head. “My nephew plays that crap all the time. What a 
waste of a nice day. Why don’t you kids play ball outside instead?” 
 I wanted to remind him about my shooting baskets, but I shut up and shrugged. 
 “I have questions now,” I said, letting some anger seep into my voice. “What 
happened to Jeff? Where did they find him? How did he…(my voice cracked on the 
word)…die?” 
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 “I’m sorry, son, but I can’t discuss any details of the case at this time. Some of 
that information will become available…probably tomorrow. We won’t be able to keep 
the press away much longer.” 
 “Shit, he was my best friend!” I shouted, slamming my hand against the wall. 
“And I have to find out about it in the morning paper?” I tightened my jaw when tears 
pricked at the corners of my eyes. I was still pissed at Jeff. 
 Jeff had been acting weird for several weeks. Making excuses not to go to the 
quarry. Avoiding me. Yesterday I couldn’t stand it any longer, and I threatened to do 
something drastic if he didn’t meet me. I didn’t have anything specific in mind, but the 
threat was enough. Jeff showed up at the cave after school. 
 “What the fuck, Jason,” he greeted me as he squeezed through the narrow 
entrance.  
 I didn’t say anything, I just grabbed at him. He shoved me away. 
 “No, man.” Jeff backed up toward the entrance. “I’m not doing this anymore.” 
 “Why?” I heard the hysteria in my voice like it was an alien creature. 
 He studied the ground, avoiding my eyes. “Because I’ve got a girlfriend now.” 
 Like a punch to the nuts, it sucked the breath out of my body. I tried not to cry, 
but when I whispered “Who?” the tears came anyway. 
 “Celia Spitzer.” The esses hissed out of him like snakes. “I’m…sorry, Jason.”   
 Bile burned the back of my throat. “But that’s…that’s sick!” 
 Jeff narrowed his eyes. “No, Jason, it’s my choice. This…” he gestured around at 
the cave, “…this is wrong. At least it is for me, and I’m sorry it took me so long to realize 
it. But if that’s your choice, I say fine. It’s over, J.” He started to back out of the cave. 
 “Wait!” I called. “What are you going to do now, talk about me behind my back 
with your bitch while you stick your—” 
 Jeff’s eyes bugged. “Shit, man!” he interrupted. “What is wrong with you? I 
wouldn’t talk about it, you know that.” 
 “I don’t know anything. I don’t know you anymore.” I hated him, the fat asshole. 
 “You never did, J.” He paused, like he was going to say something else, but 
changed his mind. “I’m going now.” He backed out of the cave and disappeared. 
 
 I was paralyzed for a second, and then I jumped up. “No.” I raced outside. Jeff 
was inching his way down the narrow path, an elephant walking a tightrope, hanging on 
to the rock ledge with his fingertips.  
 “C’mon, Jeff,” I said. “You can’t just leave me like that.” 
 He just kept inching across the 
granite, the heels of his shoes hanging over 
the pit. 
 Furious, I picked up a fist-sized stone 
and lobbed it at him. Honestly, I only meant 
to hit his fat ass. Instead, the rock hit his 
ankle. He screamed in pain, and lost his grip 
on the rock ledge. I didn’t see him hit the 
bottom of the quarry, fifty feet down, but I 
heard it. I’ll never forget that sound as long as I live. 
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“Jason!” Mom came out of her couch coma to reprimand me. “Apologize to Lt. 
Farinelli!” 
 The lieutenant sighed. “It’s okay, ma’am. Sorry, Jason. I understand if you are 
upset. I just can’t compromise the investigation at this point. We’re still interviewing 
people and…well, you probably watch enough TV to know the routine.”  
 Oh, I knew the routine as well as anyone who watched years of CSI. I’d cleaned 
up the hideout, leaving it looking like it had been abandoned for twenty years. No one 
would think to search there for evidence, even if they found the entrance. I’d sprinkled 
some weed ash on a ledge off the path, and I dropped a joint on the path right where Jeff 
fell—like he was scrambling up for a smoke, with the joint already in his hand, when he 
lost his balance. I’d even thought to leave a half-spent book of matches under the ledge 
for authenticity. Details. Then I’d raced home and concocted my alibis. 
 Lt. Farinelli folded up his notebook and shoved it into his back pants pocket. 
“Jason, if you remember anything else unusual Jeff might have said yesterday…or 
recently…give me a call.” He handed me a business card and walked toward the front 
door. 
 I took the card without looking at it and flashed my eyes at him in what I hoped 
was a mixture of despair and fury. Honest emotion. “Yeah, right. Good luck finding the 
creep who killed him.” 
 The cop stopped, his hand on the door knob. “Who said someone killed him?” 
 “Didn’t you?” Adrenalin surged and I broke a sweat. Damn, I didn’t want to be 
that honest. How could I slip up like that? 
 The lieutenant turned back to me and began to close the door.  
 Believable! Find some believable story! My neurons started to smoke. 
 I snorted. “C’mon, Lieutenant, you’re the one who said I watch TV. Would you 
be conducting a criminal investigation if Jeff had choked on a doughnut? Give me a 
break. I’m not THAT dumb.” I rolled my eyes for good measure. 
 The cop eyed me with professional deadpan. I prayed he couldn’t see the sheen of 
sweat at my hairline that threatened to wash my face at any moment. I held his gaze with 
every ounce of strength I had left. I compelled him to believe my honesty. Finally, after 
an agony of seconds, he broke the stalemate. 
 “Yeah, well, I didn’t say that, so don’t go jumping to conclusions. It looks like a 
tragic accident. Don’t call all your friends tonight, spreading rumors.” 
 “No sir, I won’t.”  
 “I mean it, son.” When the cop opened the front door and stepped through, my 
head buzzed with released tension. He had bought my story. 
 “Yes…sir.” I leaned against the open door, watching him climb into the 2003 
white Chevy parked in our driveway. Thank you, Mr. Lewis. You saved my life. 
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Theater Geeks In Love 
Hannah R. Goodman 

  
Ben and Carrie sit together in an oversized chair in Neil’s basement, watching 
the cast of You Can’t Take It With You bump and grind with each other. Music plays, but 
it is drowned out by the cacophony of murmuring, kissing, and the occasional booty 
slapping. 

“There’s no part of you that wants to join in?” Carrie says. 
 Ben stuffs a handful of Doritos into his mouth and crunches. “Nope.”  
  “Are the Doritos that good, Ben? Seriously?”   

Carrie adjusts herself in the chair so her hips aren’t jammed into Ben’s. He shifts 
a little too, the bag of chips making a crinkle noise. The sliver of space between them 
closes.  
 “This sweaty amalgam of human beings at their most base and terrible does not 

turn me on.” He recites the words like a bad actor. 
 “Is that a quote from a movie or something?” 
  “Just the brilliance that is my mind,” Ben says, tapping his head. “See how smart 

abstinence makes you?” 
 Carrie rolls her eyes and sips her fifth Diet Coke. Images flash in her mind of 

doing her own bump and grind with the gorgeous and tempting Neil, who played her son 
in law and who she notices is also 
not engaged in the ritual orgy dance.  
 “Want some?”  
 Ben’s voice, coupled with a 

cheesy smell wafting under her nose 
pulls her back into the unfortunate 
reality.  

“Yeah,” Carrie says, 
gesturing at the bodies again. “I 
want some. Some of that—” 
 “That,” He gestures with a 

pointed tip of a Dorito to a nest of 
bodies, where a rather dirty looking boy is deeply kissing a freshman stagehand. “is what 
gets you in trouble.”   
 That girl was her at the last cast party. The euphoria of that performance where 

she was not the lead but the second lead, sent her into the arms of the dirty looking boy—
Skank—a nickname he willingly agreed to that stemmed from his affinity for skinny dirty 
jeans and equally dirty hair. A fine actor, but the kind of kisser who leaves residue on the 
mouth. She let him get into her pants, but all of it was greatly disappointing. She decided 
then: No more cast party hook ups.  
  “Try,” Ben says, sticking a handful of corn chips in her face. “They work for me.” 
 She shakes her head, gently pushing his hand away. She has known Ben her 

whole life and never would she have pegged him as some kind of virginity zealot. 
Especially when, all through middle school, he talked incessantly about kissing girls, any 
girls. He even tried to kiss her a few times, but she started her pledge to keep anything 
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sexual separate from emotional back then. Since she was a little girl, she had watched, 
countless times, from behind the curtain of the front window of her house, each of her 
four older sisters, come home from dates and kiss boys they spent hours talking to on the 
phone. Boys they really liked. Her sisters would stand there, purse dangling off their 
shoulders and hands coiling strands of hair as they waited for the kiss. Most of the time it 
would happen, a few minutes of talking and lingering, and then the boy would move 
closer, and heads would bend, lips would touch. Finally, a long and deep kiss. It would 
send shivers through Carrie. Each one of those sisters got her heart broken by the boys. A 
sister holed up in her room days after a date, balling her eyes out, asking nobody and 
everybody, “Why?”  

So Carrie told Ben as they got older, “No kissing with us, okay?” Figuring if she 
kissed him, she could lose him forever.   
 Ben went on to kiss other girls, never really having a girlfriend though, and ever 

since high school started, he’d sworn himself pure. Carrie worries about him, especially 
lately. It’s junior year now. Ben made out with a girl a year ago, and she was really into 
him. He didn’t like her hands, though. 
 “Too many calluses, and she bites her nails.”   
 “Really, Ben. You won’t go out with her again because she doesn’t get a regular 

manicure?” 
 “Really.” 
 

In the dim light of the sconces that line the walls of the finished basement, Carrie scans 
the crowd. Most are dressed in all black, and about two handfuls wear tacky outfits circa 
1933. The heaving blob of bodies has broken out a little. The girl who played Carrie’s 
daughter makes out in the opposite corner with the guy who played her husband. The 
stage manager gropes the girl who played her sister, while one of the lighting guys kisses 
her neck. Good ol’ Skank is on to another freshman stagehand.  
 Carrie turns to Ben, but he’s blissed out on Doritos, his chin and lips tinged 

orange.   
 Carrie’s “sister,” real name Ginny, untwines herself from the stage manager. She 

walks over to the cooler next to them and opens it. “Okay guys, when are you two going 
to finally just hook up already?” 
 “What?” Carrie says.  
  Ginny grabs a bottle of water from the cooler and points it at them. “I probably 

shouldn’t tell you this, but,” Now she points the bottle towards the crowd, “We’ve all got 
bets on you. My odds are on the hook up being tonight.” 
 Ben looks at Carrie. She finds herself distracted for a moment by his eyes, which 

are the perfect mix of green and brown.  
 Carrie drinks from her Diet Coke and Ben stuffs Doritos in his mouth. 
 Ginny laughs, cracks open the bottle and says, “Denial ain’t just a river baby 

Moses was abandoned on. Make me some money, guys. Do me proud!”  She sashays 
back to the stage manager, waving the bottle in the air as if it were a wine cooler. Drama 
club parties are as pure as Ben’s pledge to virginity; no one drinks. Sex is a whole other 
thing. Even though Carrie overheard kids refer to their group as drama geeks, the only 
geeky thing about them is that they were smart and sober; but that didn’t mean they 
didn’t engage in wild, random hook ups.  
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 “Can you believe we are fodder for the gambling addicts of this school?” 
 “Yes. Those heathens took bets on that bio teacher with cancer who just dropped 

dead.” 
Carrie laughs. They watch the smaller heaving groups of bodies methodically 

break off into sets of two.  
 “Ginny doesn’t understand our system.” Carrie shifts again in the chair. 
 He turns, but the space is too tight for him to look directly at her. She stares at his 

profile. Ben is cute, she thinks.  
 “You mean that you use me for ‘mental sex,’” he says, “and then keep a little 

bevy of random guys for hooking up?” 
 “You make it sound so wrong.” 
 “It’s not wrong. Our generation believes in friends with benefits and random hook 

ups. We believe in being bi, tri, or anti sexual. I don’t care what the baby boomers say, 
we are the generation of sexual freedom.” He pops more Doritos in his mouth.  “That 
includes the freedom not to have sex.” 
  “I don’t have sex. Sex is too personal.” Carrie reaches for a Dorito.  
 “Uh, hate to tell you this Carrie, but oral sex is sex. And, if you ask me, that kind 

of sex is pretty personal.” 
 Carrie has the Dorito almost to her mouth, but suddenly doesn’t want it. She 

ignores Ben. “Look at her! I think I see penetration going on.” 
 They watch Ginny, skirt hiked over her butt, a perfect view of her black thong, 

bobbing up and down.   
 Carrie shakes her head. Ben’s jaw drops. Then he says, “Look. At. Her.” Carrie 

sees his eyes change. Ben wants her enormous naked ass. 
 “Yeah, you’re handling that abstinence thing well. Drooling over what appears to 

be ass cheeks that no thong would want to be between.” 
 “Make fun of her ass all you want but stop making fun of my abstinence. Besides, 

you are part of my club.” 
 “No,” she corrects him. “I’m just taking a break, that’s all. I’m not swearing 

myself a virgin until marriage.”  
 “Neither am I! I am waiting for The One.” Ben closes his eyes and sighs. 

“Although, I’m having a hard time right now. Listen, you might have to smack me or 
something.” 

He opens his eyes. “Did I really just check out Ginny’s junk?” 
 “Yes, you did.” 
 They watch as Ginny’s thong bounce up and down. 
 “Oh, and by the way, I want to reiterate that oral sex is still sex, Carrie.” 
 “No it’s not. Sex is sex and giving or receiving head is— ” 
 “Seriously,” Ben plugs his ears and shuts his eyes. “Can’t hear you say giving and 

receiving head right now.” 
 “Why?” 
 He unplugs his ears and looks at her, “Because while I am firmly established into 

my commitment to purity, I am admittedly having some trouble as of late, and frankly, I 
might still get a woody.” 
 This sends them both into hysterics.  
 Ben finally puts the bag of chips on the floor, and they sit back, witty-bantered 
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out. Carrie sips her Diet Coke and leans into Ben. He puts an arm around her, and with 
his free hand, he snatches her Diet Coke and takes a few loud slurps. She leans deeper 
into his body, and he gives her a squeeze. It’s sisterly because it’s Ben, but it feels good. 
 Ben hands back the soda can. It’s sticky with Dorito yuck. She wrinkles her nose 

and shoves it back at him, carefully avoiding the orange goo. He shrugs and drinks the 
rest. Their friends jokingly called them the married couple. No sex, comfortable silence. 
Check.  
 Her stomach growls. “Ben, I gotta eat something. Want me to get us some pizza?” 

Ben barely shakes his head. His eyes are closed.  
 “Stuffed, bloated,” he mumbles. “Go, but come back and sit with me, okay?” 

She pats his arm and kisses his cheek. The touch of skin to her mouth is a little 
shocking. That’s what a few months of no hooking up will do! She reminds herself that 
the skin she’s kissing is attached to Ben, nothing she should be excited over.  
 
She pushes open the door at the top of the stairs and feels a tug on her skirt. 
 Neil.  
 “Wanna grab some pizza with your son in law?” He asks. 
 “I don’t know…” She waits a beat and peers at him through the semidarkness. 

Even in the darkness she can see his blue eyes. Blue not like the ocean and not like the 
sky. She smells what is probably Neil’s deodorant, a musky, strong.  
 She wonders if, because Neil will not be a random hook up, maybe he might be a 

candidate for some kind of normal relationship with a guy. These months of so-called 
“abstinence” have made her think she might be ready to try the whole boyfriend thing. In 
a way, Ben had been her practice boyfriend all these years. They did everything normal 
couples did in high school: sit together at lunch, stay on the phone too late, prefer each 
other over other people, etc. They just never fooled around.  
 Maybe Neil could be a real boyfriend? She could even ask him to prom, and 

because she was no longer hooking up, it might be the opportunity for a real, innocent 
date. The problem is Ben is supposed to be her date. But he would understand, wouldn’t 
he? She considers all this as she leans against the wall and coils a strand of hair. She 
decides to flirt back, which, she reminds herself, will not lead to anything, but maybe the 
possibility of a date to prom.  
  “Kinda scandalous to run off with my son-in-law.” 
 “It’s just pizza, right?” 
 Carrie swishes her skirt at Neil, ready to go toe to toe with flirting, but reminding 

herself again, it will not lead to anything.  
 She says, “Just be sure not to tell my husband or daughter.” 
 “Well, I wouldn’t worry.  They are busy getting it on in the corner down there.” 
 She pushes open the door, and they climb up to the back hall of the house.  Neil 

lives in an old Victorian on a street near downtown. It smells like cinnamon Potpourri in 
the hallway. Black and white photos of Neil and his family, decorate the burnt orange 
walls.  
  Neil takes Carrie’s elbow and whispers, “Come on.”  Instead of directing her to 

the kitchen, he steers her in the opposite direction. Their flirting over the last few days 
has mainly been while they wait to go on stage. They’ve had water bottle fights in the 
hallway behind the stage, resulting in some—okay, intentional—soaking of his t-shirt so 
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she could check out his body. Oops. They thumb wrestled to past the time until their 
scenes came up. Just an excuse for her to feel his strong fingers, large and smooth 
wrapped in hers. His intense grip sending little finger-like tickles up and down her arm. 
The thing about the flirting is it took away the loneliness of sitting by herself off stage 
waiting. Ben did lights, so she couldn’t ever hang out with him. 
 Ben thought Neil was all wrong for her. “Neil’s too slick, too pretty.”  
 How wrong Ben is.  
 Ben. 
 Who right now stands near the bathroom, orange powder smudged across his lips, 

watching her go with Neil into his bedroom. Pretend you don’t see him, Carrie thinks as 
she follows Neil in.  She promises herself, no hooking up, no making out.   
 We’ll just talk, and then maybe we’ll see about that pizza.  
 

Ben’s backpack hits the lunch table with a thwack.   
 Carrie looks up from the remains of her lunch. She doesn’t bother with any 

formalities. Not that they do formalities, but the look on Ben’s face says a lot. He’s 
pissed.  
 “You’re lucky I found a ride.” 
 “I know.” 
 “You’re lucky I didn’t try to hitchhike or walk home. I could have been killed.”  
 Although Carrie is the actor, she sometimes swore he did drama better than she. 

She has to crack a smile.  
 “Since you are afraid of the dark, I wasn’t really worried about either of those 

things.” 
 He ignores that comment but says, “Are you going to admit that you relapsed?” 
 She laughs. “What?” 
 He doesn’t laugh.   
  “I will not admit anything. I just lost track of time.” She doesn’t want to fight with 

Ben, but doesn’t want to tell him what happened. 
 “You left me alone, covered in Dorito splooge, stuck in the basement, in the 

middle of an orgy!” He pauses and rolls his eyes. “All to make out with dreamy Neil!” 
 Carrie leans forward and looks at him carefully. “You have circles under your 

eyes.” 
 “I couldn’t sleep last night.” 
 “Waiting for your dad to call.” 
 Ben doesn’t say anything, just ignores her and flops his backpack from the table 

to the bench. “I was up studying for Chem, and yes, he was supposed to call.  But, 
whatever.  It’s fine. Enough about me. Did you fool around with Neil or not?” 
 “What?” 
  “Did you break your promise to me or what?” 
 Carrie holds the empty bottle and taps it gently to the table. There’s a lot she 

wants to say to Ben right now.  But the thoughts aren’t in clear words. Just images. 
Images of the party.  Ben eating Doritos.  Neil and her on his bed, looking at his photo 
album filled with pictures of all the cool places he and his family have lived before 
Rhode Island. Neil’s arm brushing Carrie’s, then he was kissing her, and then their tacky 
costumes were on the floor. Her flowered blouse and skirt.  His polyester dinner jacket 
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and red tie landed on top of it. There they were, two costumes, mother-in-law and son-in-
law tangled up in each other. It looked very wrong. 
 The guilt surprised her. The loneliness after, in her car, driving home without 

Ben. How her body ached, how dead her sleep was and then to wake up, the sun pouring 
in her room, making her sweaty; she had forgotten to shut the shades. The heat confused 
her, increased the anxiety that hit her when she remembered what she had done. I had sex 
with Neil. She didn’t just kiss him, a minor infraction of her promise.  She didn’t just fool 
around like she used to. No, she had sex. 
 After it was over, Neil kissed her, told her this wasn’t just a fling. He liked her, all 

these months waiting for the right time to tell her. I didn’t get you up here to have this 
happen. He was serious. She gathered her clothes, tried to seem fine and okay and got the 
hell out.  
 Being with a guy had never felt this wrong. The loneliness she often felt after 

hooking up usually was fleeting or maybe it was that she could ease it by calling Ben, and 
since she couldn’t call him this time, that loneliness grew and sprouted heavy limbs of 
guilt and anxiety.  
 “Hello? Are you even listening to me?” Ben’s face is inches from Carrie’s.  
 Those limbs feel like vines to her now and the choking sensation loops around her 

throat. She tries to summon up a smart retort, but in her cloudy head, no words appear.  
Just the sensation of choking.  
 “I gotta go,” she mumbles, gathering her Tupperware containers and empty water 

bottle.   
 “Carrie, why don’t you just tell me what happened?” 
 “Ben, I’m serious.” She shrugs her bag over her shoulder, avoiding eye contact 

because if he sees her eyes he will see dots of tears.  Her throat feels thick. “I’m going to 
be late, okay. Let’s talk after school.” 
 He grabs her arm, “Look at me. What happened?  Did he…?” 
 She stops struggling with her bag and lunch, blinks the tears, swallows hard, and 

doesn’t make direct eye contact. “Nothing happened Ben. Nothing. I just asked him to 
prom, and he said yes, and I didn’t want to tell you. “ It’s a lie that makes the most sense 
in the moment.  It’s a lie she can easily correct later when she can fake that Neil changed 
his mind. It’s a lie that will provide something, some reason why she is afraid to talk to 
Ben right now.  
 Now she looks at him. It’s difficult not to let the tears fall. She instantly regrets 

the lie. Maybe even more than what she has done. Maybe the truth would go over better. 
 His whole face falls, his eyes, those green eyes, drop and even his mouth. He 

shakes his head. His smile is forced. “Ah! You were afraid to tell me that good ol’ Neil 
might be The One. It’s okay. I’ll just sit home and watch a High School Musical again or 
something.” 
 She wipes her eyes quickly and laughs. For a moment there is no cast party, no 

Neil, nothing to regret and nothing to lie about. “We hate musicals, Ben.” 
 “Well, if I watch anything else…I’ll just think of you.” 
 He drops his head and she stares at his thick uncombed hair. She knows what his 

head smells like even though she isn’t close to him because he asked her once to pick out 
shampoo for him, after his tonsils were removed in eighth grade; he told her he couldn’t 
smell things really well. Couldn’t decipher between certain scents. She picked out this 
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really manly looking shampoo one day at the drugstore near her house and walked to his 
house to give it to him. He asked her to wait while he tried it out. He returned to her 
showered and stuck his wet hair in her face. He smelled amazing. That was years ago, 
and he never changed the shampoo. She knows the smell, but now she has forgotten; it’s 
been a long time since she smelled his hair. She wants to lean in and take a deep breath.  
 Now she knows, really knows, in a way that she can’t push off, in a way neither 

of them can ignore that he means what he says. I’ll think of you. She wants to take back 
her lie and tell him the truth the whole truth, that Neil isn’t The One.  
 Carrie sees Ben’s face in front of her, hurt and confused. His eyes small, dark. 

She thinks of the cast party before she made the worst mistake of her life, of how Ginny, 
fucking Ginny. She was right. How many people bet on them that night?  
 Here’s an opportunity, she thought. Didn’t he just admit he would be thinking of 

me? Isn’t this the point where I say… say what? What can I say now that I have gone and 
slept with someone else? All I can tell him is that sleeping with Neil made me realize I 
want someone else. 
 

It’s Neil that she talks to first. On the third day of avoiding both of them. The first two 
spent home, “sick,” crying so much her mother took her puffy eyes and stuffed nose for a 
full blown head cold. As she lay in bed, she looked around her room, the collage of 
pictures above her bed, her collection of BBC productions of the plays she has been in, 
everything in her life is connected to Ben. Her favorite T-shirt and boxers for bed. Both 
were Ben’s. The music on her iPod was all downloaded and made into playlists by Ben. 
Even her dog, who lay at the foot of bed for the three days, Hank, a gift from Ben three 
years ago. Her parents hated animals but because the dog came from Ben, they made an 
exception. Ben even had a spot at their dinner table and when he didn’t join them, no one 
sat there, not even her older sisters when they came home from college. How did she 
miss this all? How did she miss all the signs? Did other people in her life ever say 
anything? Her parents, here sister? Her friends? 

Maybe they did and she just didn’t listen?  
 

When she turns her phone back on in the morning, there are forty text messages from Ben 
and ten from Neil.  Her mother tells her that Ben came by three times, but she was 
sleeping. She doesn’t read any of the messages. She has something she has to do.  
 But when she goes to school, Ben is nowhere to be found. She gets through the 

whole day before seeing Neil. 
 And it’s in the parking lot. 
 He’s standing at her car with a single rose, a single dead rose. 
 “I’ve been bringing this to school every day, but you haven’t been here,” he 

explains.  
 She laughs, despite feeling a little sad.  
 “Okay, so I get that you’re freaked out, but there’s no reason to be. I like you, 

okay? See—” He thrusts the wilted rose at her.  
 She doesn’t take it.  
 “I can’t, Neil. And, I, uh…I’m sorry about, you know, Saturday night.” 
 Neil doesn’t blink. The corners of his blue eyes kind of dip as if he were 

disappointed. 
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“Sorry?” He drops the rose. “Sorry isn’t what I thought you would say. I thought 
maybe hey, Neil, Saturday was awesome. The best night of my life!” 
 Carrie can’t help but smile. He is a good guy, and if she were a different person, if 

there wasn’t a Ben…no, it’s not just that. She just doesn’t like him the way she now 
knows you should like a person when you have sex with them. Something inside her has 
changed from all the months of abstinence, of being a little more like Ben.  
 “Neil, I can’t really explain to you clearly what happened to me between Saturday 

night and now.  But, you know, you probably don’t want to get involved with me 
anyway.” 
 Now he looks like he might laugh. He holds up his hand. “Don’t bother.  You 

know, Ginny warned me when I told her I liked you.” 
 “But you didn’t tell her, did you?”  
 “No! No, I’m not going to run around and tell everyone what happened, okay? I 

just told her a few weeks ago that I liked you, and I wanted to ask you out.” He shakes his 
head and smiles. Dimples and everything. Carrie, though, feels nothing from those 
dimples, and it surprises her as they talk that she doesn’t think about his skin or lips or 
the way it felt when he was inside of her.  
 “Ginny told me that even though you have hooked up with other people, you’ve 

never had a real boyfriend, and Ben’s never had a girlfriend.” He waits for her to say 
something and then adds, “And you guys have known each other since you were in 
middle school or something.” 
 She almost corrects him. Preschool.  
 Carrie looks down at her feet. Neil is still talking, saying something about how 

Ginny told him that Ben was in love with her and that Carrie was probably in love with 
him. But Carrie can’t really focus on Neil or Ginny; she’s thinking about Ben. She thinks 
about the party, before she went with Neil. How she was so aware of him sitting next to 
her in that chair. How he couldn’t hear her say, “Giving or receiving head.”  
 Could he feel the same way about her?  
 He’s never had a girlfriend.  
 “I have to go.” 
 

Carrie shuts off her car, one hand at ten o’clock on the wheel and the other paused at the 
ignition. Her heart hammers. The Chasm. The place where they went when Ben found 
out his parents were splitting up. Sitting silently, side by side sharing Ben’s ear buds to 
his iPod and listening to The Barber Violin Concerto: 2nd movement. Ben’s father was a 
music professor, and this was his favorite piece. Ben let his tears fall, and Carrie just held 
his hand. This is where they went after Carrie found out she had the lead in You Can’t 
Take It With You. They stood looking down at the chasm, screaming, “Carrie is 
awesome!” And “Holy shit that’s a lot of lines to remember!” This is where they have 
studied for finals and where they camped out one night in order to catch a comet that was 
making its every hundred years appearance. They fell asleep and missed the whole thing. 

She feels that familiar kind of tightening in her throat and thinks of that night of 
the comet. Their heads angled towards each other, and waking up with his arm flung over 
her stomach. 
 She pulls the key out of the ignition and takes a deep, long breath. The Chasm is a 

couple of feet up from the beach, and the smell of salt is thick today, just like the gray 
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clouds. 
There’s a chance he may not feel the same, or he may not want her now that she’s 

damaged goods. She doesn’t click the automatic lock, wants to savor the moment before 
she has to change everything, pause in the scary uncertainty of what she is about to do.  
 She hears the water rushing and the sounds of faraway seagulls circling overhead, 

calling out. She walks across the small dirt parking area, through the patch of trees that 
lines the chasm. Her sneakers are silent as she reaches the large flat rocks that get bigger 
and steeper, as she walks. Now she climbs up the short cliff and sees the back of Ben, 
once she reaches the top. That hair, she wants to rush to him and circle her arms around 
his neck and bury her head in his hair and smell what is that scent? She stands 
motionless, her arms hanging, her heart storming now. Ben sits on the flat plateau with 
his feet dangling over the chasm. He’s hunched over. From behind, he looks young, much 
younger than she ever knew him. It makes her smile for some reason.  
 “Did you know that the definition of chasm is a sudden interruption of continuity, 

a gap?” Her heart stops. He knows she is there, and, yet, he doesn’t turn around, the c of 
his curved spine not straightening. “A chasm is not expected, you know.”  

She is surprised at how clear his voice is over the din of the water rushing.   
“It’s completely a surprise when it happens, even though the way it happens is 

over time, the plates of the earth shifting slowly, taking thousands or millions of years to 
get to the point of a chasm. So is it really sudden or is the movement just not noticeable?” 
He straightens his spine but doesn’t twist to look at her.  
 She takes a few more steps and says, “It’s not sudden and it is noticeable but 

people just don’t pay attention.” 
 “Maybe,” he says hunching over again. “But the movements are really tiny. 

We’re talking undetectable to the naked eye.” 
 “I’m sorry,” she offers. 
 “You know what? Don’t be sorry for what happened with Neil—whatever it was 

or wasn’t. I really don’t want to know. But, I’ve had some time to think over the last few 
days. In between, of course, stalking you.” He twists to look at her. “Well, maybe you 
were really sick. You look like shit.” 
 She laughs and walks all the way to him. 
 He pulls her down next to him, and they sit in the silence of the ocean and wind 

and leaves rustling. 
 “I didn’t really ask Neil to prom.”  
 “What?”  
 “I was just embarrassed about you seeing me go with him to his room, so I just 

made that up.” 
 She watches his face, the way he looks at her. The way his eyes meet hers and 

lock in and how through his gaze at her she feels more connected, closer than she did that 
night naked with Neil. 
 “Hello? Tell me why you made that up?” 
 But she can’t concentrate.  
 “I don’t know…” She is so distracted by her feelings and her overwhelming urge 

to lean all the way into him, but not into his face. She leans into his hairline above his ear 
and inhales, and he doesn’t move and doesn’t talk as she breathes him in completely. In 
fact, she feels him lean back against her nose and mouth, his hair softer than she 
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imagined.  
 “What are you doing?” he whispers.  
 “Smelling you,” she murmurs. 
 “I’m not sure how long I can sit here with you this close to me and not have 

something unexpected happen.”  
 He turns around and their foreheads press together, slowly, but at the same time, 

quickly too. 
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The Festering 
   Aida Zilelian 

 
I sent my boyfriend Jeff’s best friend, Michael, this poem: 
 

I don’t know if I told you that I love you. 
I do. 
I am shameful and wish it were not so. 
I’m not supposed to love you. 
You don’t have to worry about yourself 
because you are immune to such things; 
they take up too much rational energy, 
and although you are quite intense you are also 
blessedly rational. 
I don’t know how I’m supposed to forget  
that I will never kiss you, and never did. 
Drown the kittens. 
Hold them down in the bucket until they stop squirming. 

 
This was two days ago, and I have fallen asleep every night since wondering if he 
received it, and if he knows it’s from me. I hope he doesn’t. The very thought makes my 
stomach sink and I have to sit down.  
 

For sweetest things turn sourest my their deeds; 
lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds. 
You’re a fucking bitch. 

 
I sent this to my ex-best friend Shari. The first 
two lines is a couplet from my favorite 
Shakespearian sonnet. I added the last line 
myself. Last year she got a job at Tracks, the 
local record shop where I’ve been for two 
years now. She won over all my friends from 
there, and then turned them against me. And 
before that, she managed to hook up with every 
guy I told her I had a crush on. So one day I 
just stopped talking to her. Now she hangs out 
with all these people I introduced her to and goes everywhere I go. She has long blond 
hair, and sometimes I have fantasies about wrapping that thick mane of hair around her 
neck and strangling her until her face turns blue. 
 There is a party tonight and Jeff and Michael and Shari will be there. It’s at our 
friend Jamie’s house. Nobody knows about the letters. I have to pretend many things and 
have practiced the look of shock that should register on my face if Shari or Michael or 
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both figure out that the letters are from me and decide to call me out on it.  
 “So, Nicole, I got this interesting poem in the mail. I don’t suppose you’d know 
who sent it, would you?” Michael would ask me. 

 Then I would kind of tilt my chin to one side and say, “What sort of poem? Like a 
funny one?” 

 Shari would be standing right there with her over-glossed cherry lips and say, 
“That’s so funny because I also got a poem in the mail.” 
 Then I would ignore her because it’s what I’ve been doing for months now. I go 
into work and even if it’s just her at the register, I walk right passed to the back where we 
have cubbies for our stuff. 
 I don’t know where the conversation would go from there. I’m just practicing my 
various reactions in the mirror. It’s two hours before the party, and I have to make sure I 
wear something that a person would wear if they were not the type to send anonymous 
poems to people. If I wear too much black eyeliner, I will look suspiciously capable. I 
have to wear clothes that make me look like I don’t care about anything. Ripped jeans, an 
old Jane’s Addiction t-shirt my brother Bobby gave me, and my hair in a ponytail. I 
practice my reactions in the mirror one last time. My best one-liner is, “Wow. That is 
weird.” Then I have to shake my head looking a bit puzzled but not too puzzled.  
 The front door rings and I hear Bobby opening the door and talking to Jeff. I can 
tell from the low way he is speaking that he got high before coming to pick me up, and he 
knows I hate that. It’s depressing being around someone who gets high all the time. It’s 
one thing if it’s at parties where everyone’s passing around a joint, but every day—in the 
morning, in the afternoon, at night—I hate that.  
 When we get to Jamie’s house I can hear a crowd of voices coming from inside. 
Nobody comes to the door, so we turn the knob and walk in. There aren’t as many people 
there as I thought. A bunch of them are sitting around the coffee table doing Jäger shots. I 
don’t see Michael with them, but when we walk into the kitchen he is there with his head 
stuck in the refrigerator. 
 “Hey!” he says when he sees us. He and I are dressed almost identically except 
for the chain wallet hanging off his hip. I want to make out with him. His eyes are dark 
brown, and he has shoulder-length brown hair. It’s soft and parted in the middle, and I 
love the rings he is wearing on his fingers. Jeff nods at him and smiles, and I go over to 
give him a half-hug. I have to sit down, but I stand still and force myself to not avoid his 
face. Then he’ll know. 
 “Nice t-shirt,” he says to me and points at the one he’s wearing, which is a Jane’s 
Addiction one, but different. 
 “Bobby gave this to me,” I say.  
 Just then I hear the slam of the front door and Shari’s loud, obnoxious voice, 
“What up, people!” It’s like she knows where I am, because seconds later she walks into 
the kitchen with a six-pack of Corona and starts loading it into the refrigerator. Everyone 
says hi to her except for me. This is easier than with Michael. She coolly walks passed 
me with a cigarette in her hand and stands too close to Michael when he lights it for her. I 
want to leave the room, but I shouldn’t because it will be obvious I sent the poems. I ask 
Jeff to get me a beer and light a cigarette myself. I strain to hear the conversation between 
Shari and Michael. I don’t realize it, but I’ve been tapping my foot on the linoleum floor 
and a few people notice the sound and look at me. I press my foot down hard and take a 
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deep drag from my cigarette. Jeff isn’t back with my beer yet. I wait. He finally walks in 
with blood-shot eyes and hands me my beer. I can smell pot smoke coming from the 
living room. I walk in and sit with the others but don’t do shots. I take a hit off the joint a 
girl passes to me. Michael and Shari are still in the kitchen and stay there as the living 
room gradually fills with people. I tilt my chin to one side and rehearse the words in my 
head, “Wow. That is weird.” 
 Michael walks in first, and he’s finishing a conversation with Shari. All I can 
catch is the last part, “….And I sat there and read it over and over again. It was the 
weirdest thing because I still can’t figure it out…”  
 They plant themselves across from me, and I realize Jeff is not in the room. 
Michael waves at me and grins. I wave back and return the smile. I offer him a cigarette, 
which he takes and then I go over to him. 
 “Did you start the paper for Pinskey’s class?” I ask. My chest feels so tight. 
 “Yeah, actually,” he says. “Before I got here. I kind of have to because I owe Ms. 
Lankman all this make-up homework from when I was sick.” There is a brief pause 
because I’m scrambling to talk about something. “Speaking of writing,” he says, and 
tucks a piece of stray hair behind his ear, “I wanted to tell you about this thing I got in the 
mail the other day. Actually, I brought it with me because I knew you were coming 
tonight. Apparently, Shari also got something too.”  
 “Wow. That is weird,” I hear myself say, unsure of the delivery. “Was yours 
anonymous? Because I got one and I have no idea who sent it to me.” I don’t know what 
I’m doing.  
 “Get the fuck out of here!” he says, and his body jolts upright. “What did yours 
say?” 
 Before I can answer, Shari leans over to us and starts with her stupid Long Island 
whiny voice, “Are you two talking about that creepy thing that Michael got in the mail? 
Because I got one too. Don’t tell me you got one too, Nicky,” she says. When she says 
my name it comes out like “Nick-ay”. It’s the first time she’s spoken to me in six months.  
 “Yeah,” is all I say. 
 “Creepy, right?” she asks. “What did yours say?” 
 Before I can answer, this kid Jeremiah saves me from a fit of stutters. “If you guys 
are talking about that weird letter going around I want to know what yours said. I brought 
mine with me to show everyone.” He stands up and starts pulling out random objects 
from his pockets: matches, a lighter, an empty Pez dispenser, until finally he finds a 
neatly folded piece of paper. He unwraps it from the dense compact square he had folded 
it into.  
 He’s about to read it, and then interrupts himself and says, “This is creepy. Only 
one person knows the reference. You guys remember Kirsten? She moved away a year 
ago? So I called her, and she says she didn’t send it. Okay. So. ‘Night after night she lay 
alone in bed. Her eyes so open to the dark. The streets all look so strange, they seem so 
far away. But Charlotte did not cry,’” he finishes as if he just read a newspaper article. I 
recognize the words. They’re lyrics from a Cure song. 
 At this point nobody’s really talking, and, thankfully, instead of the whole thing 
coming back to my letter, this girl Simone says she also got a letter. She didn’t bring it 
with her, but she mentions something about it being personal. 
 Jeff walks into the room, his eyes now slits, and sits down. “I got this thing in the 
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mail,” he says. This is the first time I’m hearing about this. He licks his lips and takes a 
sip from a random cup on the table text to him. He kind of just sits there with his droopy 
eyes while everyone waits for him to say something.  
 Someone finally pipes up and calls out impatiently, “Well?” 
 “It was just a note. Nothing fancy. It said, ‘She doesn’t love you.’” 
 I feel people turning to look at me. The room is still, and the only sound is the 
music coming from the cd player on the other side of the room, remote and pointless. 
People get up and migrate to the kitchen for more drinks. Shari and Mike follow them. 
Jamie is fussing with the CD player, and it’s just Jeff and I. I’m playing with the lighter 
in my hand, flicking it over and over. Jeff is still sitting in the chair, his eyes still droopy. 
I want to know where all these letters are coming from. I’m one of the few who didn’t get 
one.  
 “You don’t love me?” Jeff’s says out of the blue.  
 Jamie leaves the room. I hear a roar of laughter coming from the kitchen. It seems 
the party has temporarily moved, and it’s just Jeff and I. I put the lighter down and turn to 
him. He’s wearing the same clothes he wore to school the day before. He keeps pursing 
his lips, rubbing them together, and he leans his head back to rest on the wall.  
 “Jeff…” I start to say. 
 “ – Did you send me that note?” he asks. His voice sounds hoarse and faded. 
 “No. Of course not,” I say. 
 “Well, then who did?” he asks. 
 “I really have no idea,” I say, suddenly feeling my throat tighten. 
 “It doesn’t matter anyway,” he says, “except for what the note says.” 
 “But, why does it—” I try to finish, but he interrupts me again. 
 “I don’t get it, Nicky,” he throws his arms up and then lets them flop to his sides. 
“I love you. Why don’t you love me?” 
 I don’t know what to say. Jeff and I have known each other since the sixth grade. 
Weeks before he asked me out on our first date, I knew he liked me. And it felt good to 
be with someone who liked me so much.  
 Jamie comes back in the room, followed by the rest of the entourage. Jeff and I sit 
in silence, and someone passes a joint to me. I take a deep hit and hold it in. I look around 
the room; everyone is talking to someone. I watch Michael for a while and count how 
many times he tucks a strand of hair behind his ear while he’s talking to Jamie. I forget 
that Shari is in the room. My guidance counselor at school says that because I feel 
threatened by Shari, I am hyper-aware when she is in my presence. I see her walk up to 
Michael and interrupt his conversation, and her back is to me.  
 Just as I start thinking about the letters, she turns around and looks straight at me. 
I watch her lips curl into a smile, and I know what the smile is telling me. I figured you 
out. I wrote the other letters. She tilts her head to one side and cocks an eyebrow, and in 
an instant turns her back to me again and leans into Michael. And then I know how: Shari 
used to be friends with that girl Kirstin when she was dating Jeremiah. Shari used to be 
Simone’s best friend before me, she knows how I feel about Michael because I had told 
her last year. She got my poem in the mail, must have known it was from me and then 
wrote more of her own to look like I did it all. When was she planning on uncovering 
me? Dumping it all on me? 
 A minute later she walks passed me on her way to the kitchen. “So we never 
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found out what your letter said, Nicky,” she whispers in my ear.  
 The letters were my idea first! I want to yell. Why do you have to take everything 
away from me? 
 I remember what my guidance counselor told me to do in these situations: take 
slow, deep breaths. “It says for you to go fuck yourself,” I hiss as she walks away all 
nonchalant. And she doesn’t get very far because I lunge at her and grab her by the hair. I 
pull her down and throw her on the floor. I’m on top of her, throwing punches like I’ve 
done it a hundred times before. She’s covering her face with her hands, squirming 
beneath me, but I have her pinned, and I’m screaming, “Tell them you wrote the fucking 
letters! Tell them you wrote it! Tell them!” Someone is trying to pry me off, but I push 
them away and keep punching her face. “You fucking bitch! You fucking bitch! Tell 
them!” There is blood, but I don’t know from where. Finally two pairs of hands grab me 
by each of my shoulders and drag me off.  
 Shari is lying on the floor crying, her hands still covering her face. I keep 
screaming the same thing over and over, and everyone is very quiet.  
 “Alright,” she cries. “Alright. I wrote the letters. Now get that fucking bitch away 
from me!” she shrieks. She’s sitting up now, wiping her face, heaving. 
 I promised Bobby I would call when I was ready to leave. But I don’t. I walk out 
without my coat and head home. All the houses on my block are asleep, including mine. 
The blue hue of the television is the only light in the living room. 
 “Nick?” It’s Bobby. 
 “Yeah?” 
 “How’d you get home?” He sounds sleepy. 
 “I walked.” 
 “Don’t do that next time,” his voice slightly warning. 
 “Okay. Sorry.” 
 “It’s okay.” As I head upstairs he calls me back. “Nick?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Mom left some mail for you on the kitchen table.” 
 When I turn on the kitchen light I look at my hands; my knuckles are covered in 
blood that has dried to this dark red color. There is only one envelope, and I should have 
expected it. I tear the damn thing open.  
 “I wonder who’s the lily and who’s the weed? It’s not a tough guess. Ha ha.” 
 As I walk up to my bedroom, I wonder if I broke her nose. Not to be a bitch, but I 
hope so. I really do.  
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Olivia 
Sarah Hannah Gómez 

 
Olivia Devereaux was so ready to leave this party. Inside the house, the bowls 
of snacks were empty, save for a few crumbs, and the few guests left were meandering 
about, half-heartedly making conversation with the people they ran into. The bonfire was 
dying. The small seating area around the fire pit that had previously contained half the 
party was back to its original clique of Olivia, her twin sister Jasmine, and their friends. 
 Except Sachi. Where was she? Olivia gazed past the dying flames out into the 
desert, and her best friend’s shadow made its way towards the fire pit, hand in hand with 
Halim’s. Relieved at first, Olivia sighed when she saw Sachiko wobble and nearly fall 
into a jumping cholla. It was just Olivia’s luck to have to end a Saturday night plucking 
cactus out of her drunk friend’s dress. She hoped Sachi hadn’t picked up too many 
prickers. 
 “Oh, great,” Olivia said to no one in particular. 
 Sachi rarely drank, Olivia knew. But when she did, a little alcohol went a long 
way. Now Olivia would have to take Sachi home with her and then drive Sachi back to 
her car early in the morning. This when she was already driving their other best friend, 
Eva. Lovely. The things I do for my friends, she thought. She glared at her cup of un-
spiked soda. 
 “Hey!” cried Sachi. She giggled. “I know you guys!” She slurred at the end of her 
sentence. 
 “And just where have you two been?” said Eva. Olivia glanced Eva’s way and 
caught her ruffling their friend Jason’s hair. Suddenly self-conscious, Olivia quickly 
brought her hand up to her ear and adjusted her earrings. They’re friends, Olivia, she told 
herself. It doesn’t mean anything. 
 Halim grinned. “We were just, uh, I mean—” Sachi slipped on some gravel. 
Halim grabbed her by the waist and pulled her upright. 
 “Here, Halim,” Olivia said. “I’ve got her.” The two passed Sachi between them 
the way a married couple does a sleeping toddler.  
 “Liv!” Sachi exclaimed, as if it were the first time she’d seen Olivia all night. 
“We’re not leaving, are we?” 
 “Yeah, Sach, we are. Eva has curfew and you can’t drive.” 
 Sachi pouted her lips. “You need to live a little.” But she didn’t protest as Eva 
pulled her off Olivia’s lap. The three girls walked out to Olivia’s car. 
 No matter how late or sleepy anyone was Olivia, Sachi, and Eva never went home 
without discussing the night. Hookups were especially interesting, even though Olivia 
never had anything to share. Maybe Sachi’s sexual karma sucked out all the energy that 
could have been left for Olivia, or maybe Olivia was just not the kind of girl that guys at 
her small school were interested in. Either way, she had always missed out while Sachi 
always got some. 
 “So, Sachi,” Eva began from the backseat. She leaned forward into the space 
between Olivia’s and Sachi’s seats in front. “You and Halim?” 
 Sachi grinned. “Why not Halim? I could, so I did.”  
 “But how, Sach?” 
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 “I don’t know; we’ve been flirting for awhile.” Sachi’s smile faded. 
 “Sachi,” pressed Olivia. “Details, please.” 
 Sachi grinned again. “Okay. So I was inside, talking to Natalie and Hope. Oh, did 
you know Hope met some guy where she volunteers? I should do community service so I 
can meet pretty boys…” Sachi’s voice became lighter at “pretty,” and she leaned over 
and picked at something on the passenger window. 
 Olivia, mildly annoyed, pulled Sachi up. “Don’t get off-track,” she said. Smiling, 
she added, “So how did Halim manage to get in your pants?” 
 Sachi squirmed. “He did not get into my pants. At least, not like that.” 
 “Bases, please,” Eva said. 
 They had an unspoken understanding about the base system—french, finger, 
fellatio, and fuck were the four points, though no one ever spoke them. Sachi usually told 
them everything. Olivia founds herself wholly invested in her friend’s sex life, since she 
did not have one of her own. 
 Sachi pulled her knees up to her chest, showing off her red underwear. For a 
second, Olivia wondered if Halim had had an even closer view of her best friend’s 
goodies.  
 “Second for me, third for him,” Sachi said. 
 “Ooh!” Eva squealed. 
 “Wait, does that mean for you, like performed on you, or for you like what you 
did for him? We should be more clear about this,” Olivia said. Sachi looked at Olivia like 
she was crazy. 
 “Come on, Liv, what do you think?” said Eva. “Was he any good?” 

“Yeah, at everything,” Sachi said. 
“I wouldn’t have expected that.” Eva and Sachi talked on, without leaving room 

in the conversation for Olivia. 
“Then when he finished, he was like, ‘So, umm, what does this all mean?’ And I 

was like, ‘Oh my gosh, we have been away forever! We have to go back and see 
everyone.’ I mean, how would I answer that?” Olivia couldn’t help but be impressed, as 
she always was. If she ever managed to be kissed before she turned, oh, ninety, she would 
have a lot of catching up to do to reach her best friend. It still kind of blew her mind how 
anyone ever managed to do anything without feeling awkward. The idea of letting anyone 
else touch her seemed so foreign, so unnatural. Then again, it probably wouldn’t feel so 
weird if she just jumped in and did it.  
 Sachi finished her story. Olivia turned on the car and began to drive. It was quiet 
as they made their way to Eva’s house. Sachi was probably reliving the night with Halim. 
Eva was thinking about one of her many guys. And Olivia was imagining hookups of her 
own that had only ever happened in her mind. Lately, they all involved Jason. The longer 
Olivia went not being kissed, the quicker she thought she would have to move when it 
actually did happen. Maybe she should keep condoms in the glove compartment, and 
then she could offer Jason a ride home some night, and then if the light were right and 
she said exactly the correct thing, he would throw her into the backseat and take her on an 
express tour to third or home. 
 “Night, Eva,” Olivia said when she dropped her friend off. 
 Sachi was slumped in the passenger seat with her legs on the dashboard. “Bye,” 
she trilled. She fluttered her fingers at the window. 
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 Olivia didn’t want Sachi to fall asleep; otherwise moving her inside would be 
even more of a pain than it already promised to be. She clicked the button on the inside of 
her door that would let the passenger window down. “Wake up, Sach.” 
 Sachi looked over at Olivia as if she were just recognizing who was driving. “Liv, 
how is it that you’ve never hooked up with a guy?” 
 Olivia chose to humor her. “I don’t know, Sach. Why don’t you ask all the guys 
you know why they find me so repulsive?” 
 “They don’t! That’s the thing. I don’t know. I think it’s one of those ‘you have to 
have had it before you can get it’ things, you know? Like, you’re so gorgeous and perfect 
that you’re kind of intimidating. You kind of have this guard up, you know? We just need 
to push you in the door and then you’ll be fine,” Sachi decided. 
 If it’s so easy, why hasn’t it happened yet? Olivia thought. Her phone jingled from 
her lap. Moving it to the steering wheel so she could look at it and the road, she flipped it 
open. It was a text from Jason. Olivia smiled. 
 “Hey, bestie,” the text said. “How’s Sach?” 
 Olivia didn’t need to look at her phone to know what she was texting, so she 
quickly typed back a reply as she turned onto another street. 
 A moment later, the phone jingled again. “Let me know if you need help with 
anything,” Jason’s text said this time. “And can you help me with the Calc homework 
tomorrow?” 
 Olivia typed back, “Sure.” 
 One more jingle. “You’re the best. Luv ya.” Olivia sighed. No he didn’t. Not like 
she wanted him to. 
 Sachi stuck her head out the window like a dog. At least it’ll wake her up, Olivia 
thought. They approached a yellow light and she began to ease up on the gas. In the lane 
to the right, a black SUV also slowed. As they both stopped at the intersection, Olivia 
noticed it was full of boys about their age. 
 The driver rolled his window down and looked Sachi over. Olivia was sure he 
could see how short Sachi’s skirt was, since his car was so much higher than her own. 
Somehow able to sense that a boy was looking at her, Sachi perked up. “Hi!” she 
squealed. “I’m Sachiko. What’s your name?” 
 The boys looked their age, maybe seniors instead of juniors, all with clean 
crewcuts and t-shirts, so they had to be pretty harmless, but it still pissed Olivia off that 
Sachi would do something that could be so dangerous.. They had their stereo blasting like 
the night was just getting started, while Olivia had transitioned to end-of-the-night, 
winding down music. 
 “Juan,” the driver answered. “Who’s your friend?” 
 “Oh, that’s Olivia,” Sachi said dismissively. “She—wait! Which one of you wants 
to give my best friend Olivia her first kiss?” 
 If they had been moving, Olivia would have slammed on the brakes so fast 
Sachi’s whiplash would have whiplash. What the hell had Sachi pulled now?  
 Juan looked a bit taken aback. But, to his credit, he didn’t look disgusted. In fact, 
he took another look into the car to see how Olivia looked. Then he looked 
uncomfortable. “Well, I have a girlfriend…” 
 “You have a car full of boys there!” Sachi insisted. “Do they all have girlfriends? 
Even if they did, they’d be lucky to hook up with Liv. Someday she’s going to be a 
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famous jewelry designer, I swear. She’s the prettiest girl in the world. She’s even prettier 
than I am.” 
 Olivia held her breath and waited for Juan to burst out laughing. It had to be the 
first time he’d been asked any favor at a stoplight, least of all to kiss a stranger. Possible 
outcomes of the situation swam in her mind; there was the possibility of ending up 
chopped up and in a dumpster, and then, on the other end of the spectrum, there was 
Olivia and a handsome stranger, thrown together by fate and a drunk teenage girl, falling 
madly in love. 
 Juan looked around his car. The light turned green, but no one went. There was no 
one behind them to honk. Olivia returned to reality and was mortified. Why she wasn’t 
screaming bloody murder was beyond her.  
 A few moments later, Juan’s face returned to Sachi’s. “I guess we could meet you 
girls somewhere….” 
 “Great! Let’s pull up to the parking lot right up there. The one near the grocery 
store.” Sachi turned to Olivia with a huge grin on her face. “Let’s go, Liv!” 
 Olivia tore off. “Sach, what the hell are you thinking? That was the most 
embarrassing thing you’ve ever done to me!” She couldn’t scream enough. Was it that 
this idea was almost exciting? Even when Sachi had suggested the proposition to Juan, 
Olivia hadn’t actually thought it would happen. They were just going to laugh it off and 
go home. Home was where she would turn on her computer, IM Jason for an hour, and 
then go to sleep and dream about him, while remaining the same old never-been-kissed 
Olivia as always. 
 No. She was done with that. Olivia drove into the parking lot. Juan’s packed 
Escalade was already there. 
 Olivia turned off the car and opened the door, but she made no move to get out. 
Sachi bounded out of the car and met up with Juan and his friends, who milled around his 
car. Sachi could turn off the drunk and go back to her normal, Scarlett O’Hara self. Had 
she already forgotten Halim from an hour ago? An experience like that, Olivia thought, 
would run through her mind for a long time after. When she fell in love, she planned on 
memorizing every single touch. She didn’t need to meet a new guy every five minutes. 
Just Jason would do. Maybe the plus side of not being Sachi was not having such an 
insatiable appetite. 
 After a quick, hushed discussion, Sachi returned to Olivia and gave her the 
directions: “So. You should go over to that building there and go around the corner where 
no one can see you. I figured you wouldn’t want anyone watching. Then he’ll go over, 
and you guys can take as much time as you want.” 
 Now Olivia remembered why she hated this idea. First kisses were only allowed 
to be this way in sixth grade. As someone almost legal to buy cigarettes, she was too old 
for this type of embarrassment. Horror stories from Sex Ed flooded her mind—couldn’t 
she end up with Chlamydia, or was it herpes? What if whoever came to kiss her tried to 
take things too far? Should she slip her pepper spray in her pocket? No, this was too 
risky. Either her first kiss would happen without the other person knowing it was her first 
kiss, or she’d resign herself to a lifetime of nothing but lots of cats and Wheel of Fortune 
re-runs. She’d survive. 
 “Sachi, why are we doing this? Why are you doing this?” Olivia panicked. None 
of her daydreams included a third party arranging the hookup. But she wanted it to 
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happen before she was done with high school. Olivia thought she would be ready when it 
happened, but she had never anticipated a manufactured first hookup when she would 
have the time and wherewithal to ponder it. Nor had she imagined an audience. 
 “Livie.“ Sachi only added diminutives when she was trying to get out of trouble. 
“You need to get kissed! You have to before it’s too late.” 
 “Too late? What’s that supposed to mean?” Olivia said. 
 Sachi sighed. “I’m just saying, you don’t want to wait too long for your first kiss 
or it’ll get harder and harder to get it. In college, no one is going to want to be your first 
kiss. They’re going to want to sleep with you. And don’t you want to have fun now, in 
high school? Don’t you want to have fun like I do?” 
 “Sach, your first time was not set up by your best friend when she was drunk! 
When you got kissed, it meant someone actually liked you.” 
 “Olivia.” Now Sachi was getting serious. “Olivia, boys do like you. I don’t know 
why they suck so much and won’t ask you out, but everyone thinks you’re hot—hotter 
than your sister, I might add, and with a better fashion sense—and boys do like you. So 
get over it, and get over there.”  
 Olivia sighed. It was hard to believe what Sachi was saying since no one had ever 
come close to acting on it. But maybe kissing someone who didn’t go to their school 
would leave her with something, an invisible something that Jason would sense, 
something that would make him interested in being more than her friend, finally. She 
followed Sachi’s finger to where the chosen boy was waiting. Silently she prayed that he 
wouldn’t embarrass her, and that he would be at least somewhat attractive. 
 At least Sachi had some good in her. The boy who waited for Olivia around the 
corner of the building, hands in his pockets, didn’t look immediately creepy. As she 
approached him, he looked up and smiled. “Hey,” he said shyly. He stuck out his hand. 
“I’m Alex.” 
 “Olivia.” They shook hands. Then it was silent. What now? Olivia thought. She 
looked him over. Alex was Latino, fairly tall, and with nice hair. Not bad, she thought. 
We’d have pretty babies. 
 “So…” Alex trailed off. “Your friend seemed really, umm, domineering. No! 
Dominant? I don’t know, like, strong willed, right? Sorry. It’s just, I’ve never heard of 
anyone doing that before.” 
 “Yeah, that’s Sachi. Sorry. This is really embarrassing,” Olivia apologized. 
 “No, it’s cool. I understand having friends who make you do crazy shit. Umm, 
how old are you?” Alex asked. He seemed in no hurry to get started. 
 “Seventeen.” 
 “That’s not that bad. My cousin didn’t have his first kiss until he was twenty. And 
I’ve only kissed a couple of girls. You’re not that far behind.” Alex spoke rapidly and 
then stopped. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound insulting.” 
 “No, no!” Olivia said nervously. “It’s fine. So, how old are you?” Olivia 
wondered where everyone else was and what they were doing. She hoped they all had the 
decency not to spy on her. Whatever they were doing, she knew Sachi was the ringleader, 
probably flirting with all the boys who were left. 
 “I’m eighteen. A senior. What about you?” 
 “Junior.”  
 “Cool.” 
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 Silence again. Olivia didn’t know what was supposed to happen now. Was she 
supposed to initiate the kiss? As a girl, she didn’t think she should have to. And Alex was 
the experienced one. But should she say something, or would he just do it? 
 “Olivia, right?” Olivia looked up, startled. She had been staring at her shoe, which 
had a small stain on it. 
 “Yeah, Olivia. Or Liv. Olivia.” Olivia decided suddenly that she wanted guys who 
would potentially be dating—or in this case, just kissing, but she was a dreamer—her to 
call her Olivia. Liv was only for her parents, her sister, and Sachi. 
 Alex chuckled. “Olivia, then. You’re a really pretty girl. The guys at your school 
must all be on drugs or something not to want to date you.” 
 Olivia’s cheeks grew warm. She was glad her skin was dark enough that it didn’t 
show when she blushed. “That’s really sweet of you to say.” 
 “It’s true,” Alex said. “I wouldn’t just say that. There’s a ton of girls at my school, 
but they’re all either ugly or they’re hoes who wear too much makeup.” He abruptly 
looked down and put his hands back in his pockets. He leaned against the wall. 
 Olivia tried to think of something to say. “So, do you have a girlfriend?” 
Immediately she regretted her question. If he did, would he be standing here?  
 “No, I haven’t had one for awhile. We broke up a couple of months ago and I 
haven’t met anyone else I want to date. I’m kind of really shy.” 
 “You don’t seem so at all. I’m so shy, I would never be able to do something like 
this.” 
 “You are, though,” Alex pointed out.  
 “That’s only because of Sach. She makes me do all kinds of things I would never 
do,” Olivia said. “But yeah. I guess I’d probably never do anything remotely cool if she 
weren’t my friend.”  
 “I bet you do cool stuff,” Alex said. “I don’t know that I would define this as, 
like, a normal cool thing to do. Not that I think you two are creeps, but you know, it’s 
pretty unique. I’ve never hooked up with anyone I didn’t know from school or through a 
friend.” 
 “We go to Prep,” Olivia explained. “There aren’t exactly a lot of people to choose 
from. I guess Sachi thought I needed to try someone normal, who doesn’t go to a weird, 
clique-y private school.” 
 “Friends like that are okay, I guess,” Alex said. “I mean, if I had been alone, I 
probably wouldn’t have rolled down my window to talk to two random girls on the street. 
That’s kind of a sketch. But the guys did, so I went along. I’m sure you’re a lot of fun 
without your friend, though. You seem a lot cooler than she is, and a lot less skanky.” 
 Olivia raised her eyebrows. Sachi may be annoying tonight, but no one could say 
that about her best friend. 
 “I’m sorry! I really didn’t mean to say that. I say the stupidest things sometimes. 
That was really mean of me, I’m sorry.” 
 “It’s fine, really. It’s kind of true.” Olivia fell into her thoughts. She could never 
decide if her best friend really was a skank, or if it was just the way Sachi liked to have 
fun. She might be a bit flamboyant about her boy habit, but she never got herself into 
trouble. But Olivia wasn’t sure she could handle such a lifestyle. Just one boy was fine. 
 She wondered what to do. Something told her to stand next to Alex, so she went 
over and leaned against the wall. “So, Sachi must have realized that we were alike and 
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decided to hook us up.” 
 “No, I volunteered. I didn’t want my friends getting their hands on some innocent 
girl whose friend forced her into doing something. Believe me, awkward as I am, you 
would not want the rest of my friends anywhere near you. I’m doing you a big favor.” 
 Olivia made a face. She didn’t want to be such a charity case. “Sorry!” Alex said. 
“I didn’t mean that to come out the way it did. I just meant—” 
 Okay, so he wasn’t Prince Charming. But Olivia had put her foot in her mouth on 
occasion, too. “It’s fine,” Olivia said. “You are doing me a favor, and you’re really nice.” 
Alex smiled at her and then reached over slowly to take her hand. She let him.  
 Alex pulled himself up and looked down at Olivia. He was still holding her hand. 
She liked the feeling. “Do you want me to?” he asked. 
 Olivia paused. Did she? Yes, but not under these circumstances. But what if it 
were like Sachi had said—if she just broke in, she’d be fine. Here was a no-strings-
attached way to break in, and then maybe Jason would pay her a little more attention. If 
Sachi was right, Jason would just know, and Olivia would just exude a new kind of 
confidence. Then everything would start happening. This was it. 
 She thought of Sachi, who was forever finding someone else to be interested in 
her when she wanted him to be. She thought of her twin, who was content to stay home 
most of the time or just go to the movies or quiet concerts with her boyfriend. She 
thought of Eva, who was a happy medium of occasionally hooking up with guys without 
being particularly loud about it. Olivia had been each of them, sans the kissing, and yet 
she always remained herself. Never sex bomb Sachi or happily coupled Jasmine or 
matter-of-fact Eva. And yet being true to herself had never gotten Olivia what she 
wanted. 
 “Umm,” said Olivia, now sure of what to do but unwilling to make the moment 
come to an end. 
 “It’s cool either way,” said Alex. 
 “Maybe next time,” said Olivia. But she didn’t let go of his hand. 
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Senioritis Abducted 

Excerpted from “Part I, Aliens & the College Admissions Essay” 
James Silberstein 

 
Aliens abducted my parents. 

No joke.  
 Whose parents get abducted by aliens? Divorced, yes. Sometimes they die. Sad. I 
know a guy whose mom ran off with a cult. Drugs, alcohol, affairs, cancer, investment 
scandals. These things all happen. But aliens. Really?  
 I got out of bed this morning and walked into the kitchen to find the little TV 
flickering, all static and warped reception. I thought maybe Dad 
left it on last night. I grabbed the Frosted O’s from the pantry 
and the milk from the fridge. Then I filled the bowl with cereal 
and began to pour myself breakfast when I heard my name.  
  Still a bit bleary-eyed, I blinked at two haloed silhouettes 
calling to me on Channel 5. 
 “Jack, Jack!” said the pixilated figures who appeared not 
totally beamed up yet. “Jack, it’s us. Mom and Dad. Can you 
hear us?” 
 I figured I must be dreaming. 
 “Jack, can you hear us?” 
 “I can hear you,” I said looking down into my bowl of little O’s. They seemed 
real. “Am I dreaming?” 
 “You’re not dreaming,” said Dad. “We’re aboard the mother ship.” 
 “The mother ship?” I said. “Ok, you guys are screwing with me. You made a 
recording to mess with my head. It’s Halloween and this is your idea of a trick. Well, you 
can come out now.” 
  “Jack,” said Dad. “We’re not screwing with you. The aliens are real, and we’ve 
been abducted. It’s hard to explain. They say we won’t be gone long, but who knows if 
they work within the same time parameters. They haven’t told us much and I don’t know 
exactly how long ‘long’ is.” 
 “Sweetheart,” interrupted Mom, “you need to take care of Chloe and Psycho, and 
don’t forget to water the plants—” 
 “Son, sorry about this,” Dad butted in. “It’s not that we don’t trust you, but we’ve 
disconnected the Internet and the cable.” 
 “But why?” 

“The aliens agree it’s for the best. They’re more agreeable than you could 
imagine!” 
 “They really are very nice,” said Mom. 
 You’ve got to be kidding me. 
 “Oh,” said Dad, “And don’t forget your college essay is due today.” How could I 
forget? “You can do it!” he said with enthusiasm. 

“And sweetheart…definitely no parties.”  
Before I could ask Mom and Dad anything—What aliens? Why you? How are 
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you communicating through the TV?—the image blurred and a loud screech came 
wincing through the speakers before the screen went blank. 
 
Now, standing in the kitchen after the bad news, I consider my only real option—to go 
back to bed. But on my way out, I run into Chloe.  

She’s got on her Pink Power Danger Girl footie-pajamas. With one hand she rubs 
her eyes to get the sleep out. The other hand dangles Mr. Bananas the Sock Monkey. 

“Jack, I heard a bad noise,” she says in seven-year-old-sister-speak. 
“You did?” I say pretending everything is totally normal. I lean against the 

doorjamb and smile with more teeth than usual. 
“What’s going on?” she says. “You’re acting funny.” 
“No, I’m not.” Little kids always know when you’re faking it. 
“Yes, you are,” she says clutching Mr. Bananas. 
I have to stay cool. “No, Chloe I’m not,” I lean against the doorjamb, then smooth 

my bedhead. 
Chloe stares at me, waiting. She clutches Mr. Bananas tighter. I’m afraid she 

might choke him out. 
 Standing up a little straighter, I put my hands on my hips.  “Chloe, Mom and Dad 
were abducted by aliens.” It doesn’t sound cool. 
 Chloe stops rubbing her eyes, scrunches up her face, and starts to wail. 
Again, I consider going back to bed. 

“Oh, Chloe. It’ll be okay,” I say, but she keeps crying, and now I’m irritated at 
her for not believing me. I lead her to the kitchen table and put her in my chair. I slide her 
the bowl of Frosted O’s I poured just before I got the news from Mom and Dad. She 
pushes the bowl away and wails louder, tightening her Ultimate-Fighting-Championship 
grip around Mr. Bananas. 
 “I’m sorry,” I tell her. But my apology does nothing. She just cries and squeezes 
the crap out of the stuffed animal. 
 “Chloe, you’re strangling Mr. Bananas. Look, he’s turning blue.” 
 She looks down at the sock monkey made from blue socks. 
 “But he’s already blue,” she says, snot-mixed tears dripping off her nose. 
 “Come on let me have him.” 
 “Unh-unh.” She shakes her head and holds him tighter. 
 “It’s okay, Chloe,” I say in my Mr. Bananas voice. “Big brother will take good 
care of me.” 
 She pulls him away from her chest and looks at him. 
 “Yes, it’s okay,” says Mr. Bananas. 
 She reluctantly hands him to me, tears slowing to sniffles.  
 “Come on, Chloe,” he says. “What will make it better?” 
 She looks at the Halloween candy and points.  
 “Chloe, the Halloween candy is for trick-or-treaters. And if you eat candy for 
breakfast your teeth will rot and fall from your face like overripe bananas.” At least the 
monkey has a sense of responsibility. 
 She points again, wailing louder. I can tell her turned-up volume is part of an act, 
but Mr. Bananas falls for it. 

“Okay, Chloe. But only one,” he says, opening up a Snickers for her. I know I 
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shouldn’t let a sock monkey feed my little sister candy for breakfast, but right now he’s 
in charge, and what he’s doing seems to be working. She chews and gradually stops 
crying. If only a candy bar could get rid of the hurt growing in my head. 
 I watch Chloe choke down the Snickers with her wet eyes and little bits of crusty 
sleep washed onto her cheeks and think about Mom and Dad. What about NASA, the 
pentagon, the police, the FBI, homeland security, the President—do they know? Chloe 
snorts and wipes her nose. Her wide, innocent eyes kill me. Crap.  

“Jack, when are Mom and Dad coming back?” 
I stop spinning wacky long enough to feel abandoned. Only this time, I feel it 

times two—once for me, once for Chloe. If I didn’t have to deal, I’d let myself be pissed 
off at Mom and Dad for getting abducted and leaving me alone to take care of my little 
sister.  

“I don’t know,” I say in my real voice, putting the monkey down next to the bowl 
of Halloween candy. “Dad said they wouldn’t be gone long but didn’t know how long 
‘long’ would be. You know how space time is different from earth time.” 

Her eyes search for the knowledge. Of course, I don’t even know how space time 
is different from earth time. Just because our dad teaches astronomy at the local JC 
doesn’t mean Chloe and I automatically know everything about astro-F-ing-physics. 

“You want my bowl of cereal?” I say pushing it closer to her. 
“Okay,” she says, accepting the soggy O’s as her own.  
Again, I wonder whether this is a dream, but cereal doesn’t get soggy in dreams. 
I take a moment to hope Mom and Dad will have the aliens beam-up Chloe and 

me, too. Maybe this happens to more people than I think. 
 After all, my family had a history of seeing UFOs. Great-grandfather Bailey saw a 
shiny spinning disc while driving cattle on the Chisholm Trail. My Great Uncle Lee 
reported a strange streak of light while working the railroad through the High Sierras. 
And three years ago my cousin Louise saw a soundless elliptical ball glow over her while 
camping in Joshua Tree National Park, but everybody attributed that to hallucinogenic 
drugs. Of course, nobody ever got abducted. 
 If my life were a movie, I guess this would be the point where the main character 
learns his life is even worse than he thought. 
 But aliens? This isn’t a movie, this is real. How can I possibly deal with 
something that actually belongs in a work of fiction? I mean if this were just make-
believe, I could simply call the alien abduction a metaphor for MIA parents lost to 
workaholicism, infidelityism, divorceism, or an actual ism, like alcoholism. But that 
simply isn’t the case; they were literally abducted. I can’t think about it anymore now, 
but I can get Chloe ready for school. Then I’ll figure out an attack plan. I know staying 
cool isn’t enough, but right now it’s all I got. 
 As Chloe eats the bowl of Frosted O’s, I grab a paper napkin and a pen. 
 “What are you doing?” she says. 

“I’m making a list.” 
“On a napkin?” She’s very observant for seven. 
“Is that okay with you Miss I Hope You Enjoyed My Bowl of Cereal?” 
“Napkins are for wiping faces,” she says, with a drop of milk on her chin. 
“Well, maybe you should wipe yours,” I say. 
Of course, she uses her sleeve. 
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Maybe later I’ll try teaching Chloe the etiquette of fine dinning, but right now I need a 
plan. I write: 
 
 1. Watch Chloe eat. 
 2. Water the plants. 
 3. Feed Psycho (do this before watering the plants). 
 5. Get Chloe to school. 
 6. Make another plan. 
 

Crap, I missed 4. 
“I’m done,” she says dropping the spoon into the empty bowl and pushing it 

away. 
 “Do you need a shower?” I say. 
 She scrunches up her face and shakes her head like that was the dumbest question 
ever. 
 “Okay, well, can you get ready by yourself?” 
 “Geez, Jack, I’m not five years old.” She rolls her eyes. 
 “No, of course not. Just make sure you brush and wash behind your ears and get 
dressed. We’ll leave in twenty-five minutes.” 
 “Okay.” She leans toward my face and grabs my ear.  
 “Ouch, Chloe. That’s my ear!” 
 “I know. I’m just looking behind it.” She looks. “Dirty.” 
 “Okay, okay,” I stand up and pull her out of her chair then turn her toward her 
room. But she goes dead-weight. 
 “Jack, is everything going to be okay?” 
 I opt for honesty and say, “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know. But I swear I’ll 
never let anything or anybody hurt you.” 
 She blinks out some of the fear in her eyes. 
 “Do you think the aliens will come get us too?” She doesn’t sound excited about 
the possibility. 
 “I don’t know that either,” I say, “but if they do, I promise I’ll be here with you to 
meet them, okay? 
 “Okay,” she says, nodding. 
 The truth seems to work better than candy bars. Maybe I can do a better job than 
Mr. Bananas, after all. Chloe almost forgets Mr. Bananas on the table, but turns around to 
grab him before leaving. 
 “See you in twenty-five minutes,” she says on her way out of the kitchen.  
 A deep breath leaves my lungs like a poltergeist looking for a new house to 
possess.  

What am I supposed to do now? 
 Meowing comes from behind the door to the garage, so I go out to feed the cat. 
After I fill his bowl, Psycho bites the crap out of my hand just to prove he deserves his 
name. I wonder if I’ll go psycho too.  
 Mom and Dad abducted by aliens, really?  
 If I were an alien, I could think of a whole bunch of people I’d rather abduct—
Rock Stars, Politicians, and Swagger Artists way hipper than Mama and Papa Stone.  
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 I run out back and turn the hose on the plants. The potted ones the timed 
sprinklers won’t reach. 

Then I jump in the shower and think about my early decision college application. 
My letters of rec, my transcripts, and the little boxes all checked off. There was one big 
problem, and it wasn’t figuring out the online submission upload. I still hadn’t written the 
essay.  

The essay prompt: Evaluate a significant experience or ethical dilemma you have 
faced and its impact on you. Specifically, how did your life-guiding philosophy see you 
through or change as a result of the difficulty? 
 Senioritis probably isn’t the sort of life-guiding philosophy admission creeps are 
looking for, but all I come up with is that the universe is currently too big for me to 
understand. Maybe I can write about my parents getting abducted and the dilemma of 
having no LGP (Life Guiding Philosophy) to deal with it. I’m screwed and need to get 
out of the shower. 
 If my parents aren’t pulling my leg, if they are actually aboard the mother ship, 
they might never come back, in which case getting my little sister to school could be my 
mother’s last wish. I turn off the shower, step out and dry off.  After getting dressed, I 
knock on Chloe’s door. 
 “Who is it?” she says. 
 “Chloe, who else would it be?” 
 “Who’s there?” she says urgently. “I don’t know that voice.” 
 “Come on, Chloe. We’re gonna be late for school.” 
 “Jack is that you? It sounds like you, but how can I be sure?” 
 I don’t answer. I count to ten. Cute can be a pain in the ass. 
 The door cracks open. Chloe peaks out. 
 “Jack, it’s you! Come in, I need your help.” 
 She opens the door, and I walk in. Clothes are strewn everywhere, on every piece 
of furniture. A pair of pants drapes over the lampshade, a fuzzy, yellow sweater hangs 
from the ceiling fan. Chloe is still in her underwear.  
 “Which do you like better, the pink dress or the green overalls?” she says, 
alternately draping the two outfits over herself. 
 
I finally get Chloe dressed and into my truck. 
 “Jack, you forgot to tell me to put on my seatbelt,” says Chloe. “Mom always tells 
me to put on my seatbelt.” 
 “Put on your seatbelt.” I wonder if the mother ship has restraints, airbags maybe. 
 “Thank you,” she says, exasperatedly buckling-up. 
 I turn the key, and Old Faithful starts up. I love my 1997 Ford F-150, America’s 
best selling truck for thirty years and my sanctuary away from home.  
 “Can we turn on the radio?” says Chloe buckled up in the passenger seat. She 
holds her Pink Power Danger Girl book bag on her lap. 
  “No,” I say brusquely. 
 “But Mom and me always listen to NPR on the way to school. How am I going to 
stay informaled unless I hear the news?”  
 “No, because I got a deal with Dad, and I’m not going to break it after…wait a 
minute.”  
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 “Wait a minute, why?” 
 “Because, Miss Malaprop (which is what Mom calls her when she uses a 
malapropism), I guess you don’t have a deal with Dad, do you?” 
 She shrugs. 
 “Of course you don’t. So, if you want to listen to the radio, I guess I can’t stop 
you.” 
 She pushes the button. 
 “…along the Pakistan Afghanistan border.” The newscaster’s voice comes nasally 
through the speakers. 

“In other news, two pilots and one flight attendant reported seeing an unidentified 
flying object over John Wayne International Airport, in Santa Ana, California. The three 
United employees claimed to see a shiny disc hover for several minutes before levitating 
upward, leaving a hole in a cloud. The FAA has thus far declined to comment.” 
 Feeling a little sick, I turn off the radio.  

If Mom and Dad are going to be abducted by aliens, then I’ve got to learn to deal 
on my own. I can’t lose it. Stay cool, stay cool, stay cool, you loser. But I know it can’t 
last forever. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to try and figure out what the hell is going 
on. 

 
We pull into the Rancho Hills Elementary parking lot and stop. I turn to Chloe. She turns 
to me. 
 “Jack, are Mom and Dad coming home soon?” 
 “Soon,” I say, but have no real idea. 
 “Okay, I believe you,” she says unbuckling her seat belt and giving me a hug. She 
keeps hugging me after I stop hugging her.  
 “Chloe, listen. This is important. You can’t say anything about Mom and Dad 
going away for a little while. If you do, well, it could get us all in trouble. Okay?” 
 “You mean like time-out trouble?” 
 “Worse.” Suddenly, I feel terrible, like I’m asking Chloe to help me rob a bank or 
something. I just don’t want Chloe’s teacher phoning home to ask about the aliens 
because Chloe decided to show-and-tell about the mother ship. 
 She is still holding on to my neck, and I feel her stop breathing like she is trying 
to hide from the monster under the bed. 
 “Okay,” she says, suddenly letting go. Then, she gets out of the car and runs off to 
her classroom without looking back. Chloe can really slay me. 
   
I pull into the school parking lot, with five minutes to get to class. I’ve already missed 
zero period, which is the ASB/ leadership class, but it’s no big deal. Ms. O’Toole, the 
activities director and our advisor, gives us two free passes per quarter, and I still have 
one left. I sit for a moment, trying to collect myself, trying to stay cool. 
 This nervous wave crashes over me. I grab the steering wheel of my parked truck. 
My stomach twists up into my solar plexus. Pain—so this is how ulcers start. Anxiety, 
and now sadness, but self-pity sucks, so I shift to…what is that? A little resentment at 
Mom and Dad for leaving me—you parents, you—what’s your problem? I’m still legally 
a minor! 

Need to stay cool. Maybe this isn’t even happening. Maybe I’m still in bed 



 
59 

  

dreaming. I pinch myself to make sure.  
Ouch!  

 I try to remember something from one of the wisdom books I read with Dad over 
the summer, but all I can remember is Santideva’s advice for anger: “When anger arises 
be like a stump of wood.” I try being like a stump of wood. 
 I look at my watch: 7:57. I only have three minutes to get to class. I don’t have 
time to be a stump of wood. I need to check my list but panic at the thought of having left 
it on the kitchen table. I need a new list. Besides reading a bunch of crazy books, listing 
crap is something else Dad and I started over the summer. 
 Dad said: “I heard an interesting statistic yesterday: 3% of Harvard MBA grads 
who take time to write down their goals end up earning ten times as much as the 
remaining 97% combined.” Dad looked at me with his brows raised as if this idea didn’t 
need another word. 
 I’m still not sure the stat is true, but I remember thinking writing down a goal or 
two was worth a try. But what? 
 Dad qualified the statistic: “Of course, money is not the best indicator of 
happiness, but it doesn’t hurt having a roof over your head and a belly full of food.” 
 Or a boatload of cash to buy all the shiny things—new skis, a mountain bike, or 
surfboard, I thought but didn’t say. This sounded more like a list to Santa than a list of 
healthy goals.  
 I didn’t write it down at the time, but I remember silently putting as #1 on my 
mental list—find a meaningful replacement for Senioritis. 
 On the floorboard of Old Faithful, I find a take-out menu from BA Burger, a Four 
Horseman favorite, and the greasiest burger joint in Rancho Hills. On the menu, I write a 
new list of goals: 
 

1. Come up with LGP. 
2. Write Admissions essay. 
3. Upload essay. 
4. Figure out new list of goals. 
5. Pick up Chloe from school. 
6. Don’t go crazy. 

 
 I don’t know whether my list has me on my way to earning as much as that 
Harvard 3%, or finding a replacement for Senioritis, but I do feel better. I fold the menu, 
shove it into my back pocket, jump out of the truck, and jog to Calculus.  

I wonder if there’s a way to contact Mom and Dad. I don’t have time to worry 
about it now. I’m thirty seconds away from being late to class.  
 
RHPHS was voted Most Beautiful Campus in the county by the local newspaper, the 
Daily Register. Built in the early nineties, the Spanish Colonial architecture echoes the 
California missions. In the center of campus, a rose garden encircles a lovely five-tiered 
fountain that pigeons flock to. I hate pigeons.  

Two of the flying rats take flight when the bell in the bell tower strikes one. We 
have a four-story bell tower. And the bell is actually used to signal class. Strike two. You 
can hear it anywhere on campus, except inside the buildings where it is piped-in 
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electronically through loudspeakers. Strike three. I still have five strikes to make it up the 
Math and Science steps to Mr. Farneswick’s Calculus class. 
 Mr. Farneswick is the only teacher who audibly takes roll everyday, which buys 
me a little extra time. As long as you are in your seat by the time he calls your name, 
you’re on time. I walk through the door ten steps after strike eight. 
 “Mr. Rollins?” says Mr. Farneswick. 
 “Here,” says Jimmie Rollins, a close talker who wears more Old Spice than any 
guy should. 
 “Mr. Stone?” 
 “Here,” I say taking my seat. Mr. Farneswick is mellow, but if you are late, he’ll 
give you a detention. He looks like he belongs in a glam rock band with his long, curly 
black hair, which we always give him crap about because our hair has to be above the 
collar. He likes to surf and play the guitar, but never makes a big deal about it. 
Apparently, he taught math in a leper colony. “The best years of my life,” so he says. 
 Best thing about Mr. Farneswick is that you can do homework for other classes. 
He teaches Calculus competently, but doesn’t get all up in your grill about your 
differential equations. Mr. Farneswick starts talking about infinite series, so I get to work 
on the essay. 
 First Draft: Dear College let-er-in-guy, or gal: Let me into your school or else. 
You are a good school and if you don’t you’ll be sorry. I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll pull 
your pants down. And then climb into your bell tower with a BB gun. 
 Whoa, psycho, don’t let the school counselor see this. 
 Second Draft: To whom could care less: You should accept me because my Dad is 
guilt-tripping me into applying early decision because he thinks I may have a chance of 
getting in because he knows some wizard who works in the geek building (aka Math 
Department). Of course, why should I really care because aliens just abducted him. But 
then, I bet you’ve never admitted the son of an alien abductee… 
 Too pathetic. And forget the aliens. Focus on what you can control. 
 Third Draft: Dear Paper Pusher: I don’t really care if you let me into your silly 
fascist school. I think you’re a bunch of snobby white elitist snobs [sic], and another 
thing, I don’t like your mascot. Its aggressive posturing suggests you have an inferiority 
complex. Get over yourself. 
 P.S. My dad is making me apply early decision, so if you do accept me, it will sort 
of suck for you because I’m seriously considering not going to your ridiculous school. 
 Crazy enough to work. 
 Crap, this sucks. But it does make class go fast. After being lost in a college essay 
black hole, the bell rings. 

 
After five more periods of High School Waste of Time, I’m no closer to being done with 
my essay than I was this morning. 
 And now I have to endure US Government with Mr. Keister (pronounced with a 
long “I” as in “kite”).  A huge asshole, Mr. Keister is new too, but not young. Apparently, 
he left the “professional world” where he did accounting at some hoity-toity firm called 
Toilet & Douche, or something like that. He lectures the entire fifty-five minutes to 
Power Point slides filled from top to bottom with pages from the book. He yells at 
anyone who speaks. And if he considers you to have the slightest “attitude” he will stand 
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you outside in the hallway and drill you with five minutes of rhetorical questions like: 
 “Do you think I’m teaching you for my health?” 
 “Do you think an employer will put up with that?” 
 “Do you think you can act like an idiot in the real world?” 
 I guess with the right tone, these could be valid and motivating questions. But Mr. 
MyKeister (the nickname we gave him) is a true son of a bitch. 
 Case in point: Just now, Billy Macintosh, a sweet but chemically imbalanced kid, 
skips into class and says:  
 “Mr. Keister, I’m sorry, but I forgot to take my pills this morning, and I just drank 
three Sweaty Bastard Energy Drinks. But I also had a turkey sandwich for lunch, but I’m 
not sure the turkey’s tryptophan is strong enough to counteract my ADHD, so you might 
have to give me a detention.” 
 Billy is just trying to give Mr. Keister a heads up. 
 But Mr. Keister goes off: “Jesus, what are you, retarded? Did you come to school 
on the little bus? Do you strap on a helmet when you go out for recess?” 
 Billy lowers his head. “No, Mr. MyKeister, I—” 
 “What did you call me?” 
 Oh, crap, Billy’s dead. 
 “Sorry, Mr. Keister, I mean…” 
 “I get it,” says Mr. Keister. “A little teacher nickname, well I can take it. Believe 
me, I got a lot worse during my twenty-five years of working at one of the largest 
accounting firms in the country. So I’ll let you off the hook, if you’ll sit down and stop 
being spastic. But one more outburst like you’re a chromosome short, and I’m sending 
you to the dean’s office. Now shut up, sit down, and try not to drool on yourself.” 
 “Yes, sir,” says Billy. All hopped up on Sweaty Bastard energy drink, he doesn’t 
seem to feel any of MyKeister’s insults. 
 But Ray stands up. “Excuse me, Mr. Keister.” 
 “What?”  
 “I don’t think you should talk to Billy like that.” 
 Wendell and I look at each other like what the hell is Ray doing? 
 “I got a cousin,” says Ray. “His name is Simon. He’s got Down syndrome, and 
he’s the biggest-hearted dude I know, and what you’ve been saying is derogatory to 
people like that. Plus, retards have an extra chromosome not a fewer one.” 
 Derogatory? Fewer one? Ray’s not the sharpest pencil in the room, but he has 
heart.  
 Mr. Keister stares at him for a moment, stunned, like the IRS came for a surprise 
audit. “Are you questioning my authority, Raymond Warren?” 
 “No, Mr. Keister.” Ray seems to shrink. 
 “Yes,” says Mr. Keister. “You are questioning my authority, and now you have a 
detention.” 
 Ray crumples into his desk like he got tasered. 
 Then, Wendell stands up. “Excuse me, Mr. Keister, but…” 
 “Are you standing up for a detention too, Mr. Jackson?” 
 Mr. Keister is yelling now, but there is a shimmer of fear in his eyes. 
 “Yes, I guess I am,” says Wendell. 
 Ray looks up at him like hey, this isn’t your battle. 
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 I look at Ray like hey, this is his battle, and it’s mine too, but he doesn’t see me, 
so, for some dumb reason, I stand up, too. A friend is down, I need to do something. 
 “Me too,” I say.  
 “That’s it,” says Mr. Keister. “All three of you will serve detentions.”  But the 
look in his eyes says I hope no one else stands up.  
 But then Pat Michaels stands up, and Alexandra Hughes, and then one-by-one, the 
rest of the class stands up. Everybody except Billy, who has this huge grin on his face, as 
if we were standing up for him alone as the sole representative of spastics everywhere. 
Even Ray gets back onto his feet. Of course, we are really standing up for the right to be 
treated with respect. We’ve had enough of Mr. Keister’s abuse.  
 Mr. Keister stands wide-eyed and silent.   
 Hands down. Best high school moment so far. Every little hair on my body stands 
up too. My nostrils flare. Goose bumps all over. And finally, I know what I’m going to 
write my essay about. Bring on the Mr. Keisters, bring on the number-crunching 
detention tyrants, bring on the parent-abducting aliens, bring on Stanford’s ridiculous 
standards. We can stand up for one another. 
  If Mr. Keister can’t see the writing on the wall with thirty righteous teenagers 
staring him down, then he’s the retarded one. 
 “Everybody, sit down right now, or I will give you all detentions!” Mr. Keister 
screams in what sounds like a Lithuanian accent. He doesn’t get it, after all. “Sit down!” 
Spittle flies from his mouth. He waves his arms over the class like he’s grabbing for 
invisible reigns. 
 Then, a spark flashes in Mr. Keister’s enraged eyes, like he remembers a vague 
suggestion from teacher-crisis training. He looks right at me—single out the ring leader 
(maybe more like the easy target)—and takes a wobbly step in my direction.  
 “Mr. Stone, sit down this instant.”  
 Fight or flight? 

Runaway!  
No. Fight! 

 “We’re not sitting down, Mr. Keister,” I say. The hairs on my neck reach higher. 
 Mr. Keister takes two more steps toward me like he might grab or punch or head 
butt me. 
 “Excuse me, Mr. Keister,” says Georgia Baker from across the room. 
 Thank God for Georgia Baker. Georgia doesn’t only like girls. She is also a 
national championship debater, and the only person at school who sincerely expresses a 
desire to be President of the United States. And boy, she can “excuse me” like nobody 
else. 
 Mr. Keister stops and turns toward the future commander-in-chief.  
 “I’d be careful if I were you, sir,” she says. “I think we’re all willing to give you a 
chance, but this isn’t 1963, or whenever you were in high school. Things have changed. 
I’ve seen teachers act the way you are now, and it doesn’t work. Soon the phone calls, 
emails, and text messages of concerned parents will start pouring in. And soon the 
department chair, or the vice principal, will be in here two or three times a week to 
observe you. And then one day we’ll all walk into class, but someone else will be 
teaching US Government. Someone more…” Georgia pauses to find the right adjective. 
“Someone more understanding.” 
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 You can feel the restrained applause. 
 Only Billy lets out a whispered, “Amen, sister.” 
 Mr. Keister breathes heavily. He inspects his shoes. He forces a false laugh to 
himself as if to say he knows better. But he has been bested, clearly. 
 Finally, he finds the strength to backpedal. “Well, maybe I was a little harsh in my 
comments to you, Mr. Macintosh.” He clears his throat. “I apologize if my corrections 
were offensive to you, or to anybody else.” He puts up his hands.  
 “Okay? So sit down.”  
 Georgia clears her throat. 
 Mr. Keister rephrases. “Please, take your seats. We’ve got…” He looks down at 
his book “…to start covering the Judicial Branch.” 
 “What about the detentions?” says Georgia. 
 “We can, um, retract them,” says Mr. Keister. 
 “Fair enough,” says Georgia. “Let’s get started.” 
 We take our seats, the lights go out, the Power Point slides go up, and Mr. Keister 
starts teaching. Not like he was doing us a big favor, but like he was working for us. 
Finally, the way it should be. 
 I can’t be prouder of my classmates, and especially my friends.  
 I don’t learn anything about the Supreme Court that day. I have to get down the 
thoughts coming amidst the wave of inspiration. I’ve never stood up for anything before. 
Finally, something for the college essay. 
 The words flow from my pen onto the college ruled paper. 
 
I manage to revise the essay a little before the bell rings. After class, I type it and print it 
in the library.  
 Before leaving, I take a moment to re-read my manifesto. 
 
    Senioritis Abducted 
 When something traumatic happens, sometimes the only thing you can do is settle 
down and get to business. In other words, look around for the things you can control and 
get to work.  
 Recently, my mom and dad were abducted by aliens. No matter how cool I want to 
remain, I realize I have to take charge. Sometimes, I feel like melting down, and I’m sure 
I’ll continue to feel this way, but I’ve got a little sister to look out for, and I made a deal 
with my parents to follow through with a few plans, like this application. 
 You might think my parents being abducted by aliens is significant enough to 
deserve the entire focus of this essay, but you might also think I’m crazy or lying my a$$ 
off, so I’ve decided to write about a different experience that opened my eyes to the 
importance of standing up. 
 Last year I was elected ASB president on a Senioritis platform—an achievement I 
no longer feel especially proud of. As I recently watched fellow seniors stand up for a 
classmate whom a teacher called a “retard,” I realized that apathy and cooler-than-
school detachment were no longer viable principles to live by. My classmates taught this 
teacher that students are worthy of respect. They taught me that peer pressure can be 
positive.  
 I wonder whether this is a phenomenon particular to my high school, or whether 
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it’s happening all across this great land of ours. Regardless, peer pressure can no longer 
be considered pejoratively.  
 
I used the Thesaurus to come up with “pejoratively.” 
  
  I now know I must stand up more. I must stand up for the marginalized and the 
burdened. I must stand up for the overloaded and the stressed. I must stand up for my 
worthy fellow seniors and say, “Admissions officers, let my people in. Let us be 
accepted!” And may we get in not only to universities or colleges or trade schools, but 
may we get into life. May we accept the potentially overwhelming responsibility that has 
landed upon us. May we understand who we are supposed to be. And how we are 
supposed to do it.  
 It is no longer acceptable to sit back and stay cool during the challenges to come. 
O, what will come? I do not know, but we can no longer raise our eyebrows and shrug 
our shoulders. How wonderful for us to stand up. May we all stand up. We will stand up. 
Bless us to stand up!  
  Let the burdens of alien abduction, broken marriages, college apps, girlfriends, 
boy friends, social networking, academic, athletic, and artistic avalanches fall on us. We 
will stand up and find ways to deal. We will include those excluded, we will respect those 
foreign and strange, and with compassion and wisdom, we will find the beauty that 
already lies within each one of us.  
 Accept us or reject us, no matter. We will unite under the tested principles of our 
forefathers and foremothers, but in ways you have yet to imagine. 
 
 500 words exactly. At least the word count was what they were looking for. I 
knew that much for sure. And at least I left out the boobs. A Four Horseman goal had 
been to insert into all our college essays these: 

( . Y . )   
I know, I know, but we’re boys. Besides being extremely juvenile, I feel it would 

have also contradicted my basic theme. So, I decide to play it safe and omit them. 
 If only I can actually live up to the essay. Maybe it’s impossible. Another swell of 
anxiety surges. My gut says, are you kidding, this is just College Essay Bullshit. You 
can’t take responsibility for anything and survive. Not with your parents abducted, a little 
sister to raise, friends to keep, grades to get, an example to set…forget standing up.  
 But that bigger part of me says, you can do it. Sure, there are things you can’t 
control, big overwhelming things like monster tidal waves ready to crash on your head. 
But you’ve got a surfboard, a way to ride that wave. Just list the things you can take care 
of and get to work. I know I still don’t really have a clear LGP. Maybe I can call it 
“Standupitis.” Not sure that’s quite catchy enough, and the essay is due and I don’t have 
time to find another word with “itis” on the end to replace Senioritis. But I renew my 
silent vow to find one and in the meantime try out this standing up thing. For now it’s 
enough, I hope. It has to be. 
 Just stay cool. 

Before packing up, I make a quick new list: 
 
1. Upload Admissions essay. 
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2. Live up to Admissions essay. 
3. Take care of Chloe.  
4. Take care of the house. 
5. Get Mom and Dad back so I don’t have to take care of Chloe and the House. 
6. Find a way to get Mom and Dad back. 
7. Send them a message, or infiltrate the mother ship. 

 8. Figure out how to infiltrate the mother ship. 
 

This is getting ridiculous. It might as well read:  
 
1. Save the world from Zombie Teachers. 

 2. Hook up with my Vampire Girlfriend. 
 3. Get the pot of gold back from that Evil Dickhead Leprechaun. 
 
 I sit back and laugh. I’m screwed. 
 Oh crap! In the middle of being so responsible, I totally forgot I’m late to pick up 
Chloe. What if she’s been abducted too, but not by aliens? 
 I fold up the list and put it into my pocket. I pull up the application website and 
submit my essay. Click, sent. Backpack packed and ready to jet. For now, I decide I’m 
cool enough to take on Senioritis, be a dutiful son, and be an excellent big brother, even if 
Mom and Dad have been abducted by aliens. 
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On the Edge of Postal 
Candy Lynn Fite 

 
 Sprawled across my bed, I aimed a finger at my sister Torey's bedroom 
door. Closing one eye, I peered down the human barrel and pulled back the thumb-driven 
hammer. 
 "Ka-pow!" I whispered. That's for screwing my windows shut. 
 The air in the room was stagnant. It aggravated me. The 
fact that my mother couldn't afford to run the A/C in this damn 
house aggravated me. These days, everything aggravated me.  
 My nerves sizzled under my skin. Anger issues. The 
counselor told me I needed to work on my anger management last 
week. I told her to go to hell. 
 There was a time when my sisters and I stuck together. We 
were so close. Huddled together on the top bunk in a dark, roach-
infested bedroom, while the parental storm hailed throughout the 
house, night after night, the three of us learned how to survive. 
We were each other's salvation. 
 Now, we were a dueling trio. Always trying to one-up the other. Stabbing each 
other in the back. 
  "It is a learned behavior. You and your sisters are suffering from co-
dependency."  
 Co-dependency. What bullshit. We were angry because we grew up poor, with a 
mother and stepfather who did drugs, drank, and fought everyday, not to mention, the 
smacking and screaming bestowed upon us. One of these days, I'll get out of this hellhole 
and never look back. 
 I heard Torey banging around in the bathroom. She didn't even care that the rest 
of the house was still asleep. The ceiling fan hummed above. 
 Shiny vinyl records hung on nails about the room. It was sort of an obsession of 
mine; I had over six hundred. I'd bought most of my collection from local thrift stores and 
garage sales.  
 My collection included singles from rock, country, jazz, blues, and pop music. 
My favorite was "Hey, Jude" by the Beatles. The small 45-rpm disc had a lime green 
Granny Smith apple in the center. I could listen to the lyrics again and again. 
 I leaned over to the table next to my bed and took the lid off my record player. I 
delicately placed the needle on the edge of the record and let the soothing voice of John 
Lennon serenade me. I saw a picture of John Lennon online. He reminded me of some 
wigged out, hippie-version of Harry Potter. 
 The blaring radio leaking out from under the bathroom door littered the hallway 
with the insufferable thump-thump-thump of some sucky rap song. 
 Rap pissed me off with its lame rhyming and relentless boom. My head throbbed. 
I tried turning up the record player. I stuffed my head under the pillow, but even that 
wouldn't drown out the noise. My heart hammered. And, just like that, I snapped. I jerked 
the needle off the disc, scratching it, and tossed the arm down.  
 I flew out of bed, stomping out of my room. (Make note here, that I did not open 
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my bedroom door. Torey's dumbass boyfriend took it off the hinges last week.)  
"What are you doing? It's nine o' clock in the morning!" I said through the 

bathroom door. 
 The blow dryer clicked on. With both fists, I beat on the door. No way was Torey 
blocking me out. Not this time. I pounded on the door until my hands ached. Rage 
overpowering pain, I hurled my body into the hollow pine door. 
 Katherine ripped open her bedroom door. "Knock-it-off, Ashlynn!" She slammed 
her door again.  
 I ignored Katherine and slammed into the bathroom door again. The only 
response was the shrill scream of the blow dryer. I fished around in my hair, hoping a 
bobby pin was still there from last night. Yup. I pulled the pin open, jamming one end 
into the tiny hole on the doorknob until I heard it click. 
 Torey dropped the blaring blow dryer on the floor as I plowed into her, shoving 
her into the bathtub, ripping the wet rubber ducky shower curtain down around us. 
 "Arrgh!" Torey grunted. "What're you doing, you freak!" 
 "Why did you screw my windows shut?" I screamed in her face. She thrashed 
beneath me. She smelled like strawberry shampoo. 
 "Shane screwed your windows shut, not me!" 
 "Well, you told him to do it!" My face was millimeters from hers. Fury blinded 
me. 
 Torey reached around, grabbing a chunk of my hair, and yanked. My head arched 
back, releasing to the pressure.  
 "Get—off—me!" she growled. 
 I pinched the underside of her arm with every ounce of strength I had. Just like 
our momma taught us. 
 "Ouch!" she cried, releasing my hair. 
 "Knock it off!" Katherine screamed from inside her bedroom. I could barely hear 
her over Torey's grunting and the screaming of the on-the-loose blow dryer. 
 Torey spit in my face. Wiping my cheek with the sleeve of my t-shirt. I let go of 
her for a split second. She swiped at my face, and I pulled back just in time to escape her 
Barbie pink acrylic claws. 
 "I hate you!" I shouted at her.  
 "I hate you!" she said, wiggling to get free. 
 "What's going on in here?" our mother slurred from behind us. I heard her 
fumbling with the on / off switch on the blow dryer. She cursed under her breath as she 
finally managed to turn it off. 
 The stale scent of cigarettes and beer flooded the bathroom. We froze. Shit. Ever 
since Mack, our stepfather, had left, our mother had become a mean drunk. We knew 
when to play it cool.  
 I scrambled off Torey, trying to pull down my drenched t-shirt that had ridden 
halfway up my back. I pressed up against the far bathroom wall. Our mother looked like 
the walking dead. Her hair frizzed and poked out everywhere and her eye make-up 
blackened her cheeks. She staggered into the bathroom, eyeing the toilet beside us. I 
thought for a second she was going to puke.  
 "I asked y'all a question." Her voice was gravel, low and coarse. 
 "Nada," I said to her. "Right, Torey?" I gave Torey a you had better play along 
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look.  
 I stuck out my hand to help Torey get out of the bathtub. She narrowed her eyes, 
and shot me a look that could freeze hell, three times over. Refusing my hand, she 
climbed out of the tub. 
 "Yeah, nothing's wrong. We're fine," Torey said, smoothing down her frizzy hair.  
 We stood there looking at our mother. I hated her. I loved her. Sunken blue circles 
accented her hollow brown eyes. Without foundation on, her pocked acne scars reminded 
me of the moon's surface. With make-up, and her hair done, she was beautiful. But, 
trembling in front of us, filthy and drunk, she made me sick. She bobbled like a buoy 
riding the ocean waves. Her knuckles were white as she clutched the doorframe for 
support. 
 "Well, quiet down. People are trying to sleep around here." She hiccupped and 
then bumped into the door on her way out. She stumbled back down the hall. "And, 
clean-up that damn mess!" She called back to us and then slammed her bedroom door. 
 Torey and I looked at each other. 
 "He didn't have to screw my windows shut." 
 "Yes, he did." 
 "You're not my mother. It's not your job to tell me what to do," I said. 
 "Whatever, Ashlynn. Get out. I have to go to work." She leaned over, picked up 
the hairdryer and slammed it down on the counter. "Please. Get out." 
 At a moment's glance, we were two sisters in the mirror, same camel brown eyes, 
naturally curled blonde hair, and heart-shaped faces. We favored our mother. Torey and I 
had different fathers. Torey's dad was over six-foot, so she naturally towered over my 
five-foot, two inches. But, I was stronger, a "tiny powerhouse" as my daddy used to say.  
 I shot Torey a venomous glare in the mirror and recoiled out of the doorway. 
 The door slammed behind me. I marched down the shadowy hallway, into my 
room, and collapsed on my rumpled bed.  
 I lay there, curled in a ball, hugging myself. Too mad to cry, but my heart ached. 
Secretly, I wanted my sisters back. I wanted to talk and laugh with them, again. Like 
before, when we relied on each other, took care of each other.  
 I hated Torey for being a fixer. I hated Shane for thinking he was better than the 
rest of the world. I hated my mother for being a drunk. And, I hated Katherine for only 
caring about herself. 
 Hours later, I woke up to the intense sun shining through my screwed window. I 
rolled over and looked out into the backyard. My mother, dressed in a skimpy two-piece 
bathing suit (the kind of suit a forty-three year old woman should not be wearing), sipped 
on a tall glass, I was positive, was not lemonade. She lounged on a foldout lawn chair, 
nodding her head to the music I could hear faintly from the radio. 
 I ran my fingers across the half-ass handiwork of my sister's boyfriend. Six large 
screws jutted from the wooden frame. The wood splintered around each screw. I already 
hated Shane for flushing my weed stash. 
 I heard the front door shut. It was obviously Katherine or Torey, because mom 
was getting her drink on in the back yard. 
 I heard footfalls in the hall, and Torey appeared in my doorway. She'd been 
crying. 
 "You look like shit," I said, sitting up and propping myself up on a pillow. 
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 "Thanks," she said, hesitating in the doorway. "Can I come in?" 
 "I suppose, but knock first, please," I said.  
 "Funny," Torey said, knocking on the unhinged door leaning on the wall. She 
approached the foot of the bed. 
 "May I?" she said, nodding to the edge of my bed. 
 "Do I have choice?" 
 "Not really," she said, sitting down. Her eyes were red, and there were swollen 
pockets under them. Her eye make-up had vanished. Her lost cause hair was twisted into 
a messy bun. Her uniform was unusually wrinkled. 
 "What?" I was really not in the mood for her crap again. 
 "Nothing." Her voice cracked. Her eyes filled with tears. "I'm sorry, Ashlynn." 
 For the first time, in a long time, she sounded remorseful. The pent up anger 
released and like a ball of yarn, she unraveled. There at the foot of my bed, my oldest 
sister, the fixer, as the counselor identified her, wept. 
 "I'm sorry for not being there for you and not helping you," she cried. 
 "What are you talking about? You won't keep your big nose out of my business," I 
said.  
 "No, I mean, I've been so wrapped up with trying to help mom with the bills, and 
my own issues, that I've completely ignored the fact that you're only fifteen. You've had 
to grow up too fast. You...need me." She buried her face in her hands. 
 "Oh, cry me a river! It's not your job to raise me." I didn't really know what to say 
to her. She was having some sort of martyr meltdown. Sarcasm seemed suitable. 
 "Someone's gotta do it. If she won't," she nodded to the window. 
 "What are you talking about?" I wanted to be mad at her. I didn't want to feel 
sorry for her, but seeing her fall apart like this, I couldn't help myself. 
 "I'm pregnant," she said.   
 My mouth dropped open.  

She sighed and I found a few stray words in my brain. "Jesus! Mom is gonna shit 
a brick!" 
 "Yeah, I know. But, Shane and I are getting married after graduation next month." 
Her voice lifted. "We want you to come live with us."  
  "Why? So you can control my life?" I gave her one last punch. 
 "No, so we can help you get your life squared away. Look at your grades, 
Ashlynn. You're failing. Our so-called mother certainly isn't helping." She wiped her face 
on the sleeve of her uniform. "Plus, you can help me when the baby comes."  
 "What? Do you want me to be your live-in babysitter or something?" I snapped.  
 "Ashlynn, please, could you stop being so angry for a second. It doesn't help the 
situation, you know." 
 I looked out the window. Mom, a tiny pink umbrella in one hand and her drink in 
the other, wobbled around, dancing. Shaky and off balance, she tilted forward, nearly 
falling. I'd have laughed if it weren’t so painful to watch. 
  Then Torey said, "Friends?"  
 When I turned to her and saw her weak, tired smile, the wall of hate crumbled. 
 "I guess it would be kind of fun, a niece, or nephew that is, not living with you." I 
shrugged my shoulders. Then I crawled over and sat beside her. "Maybe you and Shane 
could lighten up on my curfew?"  
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 "Okay, we'll talk. But growing pot in the basement and sneaking boys into your 
bedroom, are out of the question." She nudged me with her shoulder. 
 "Fine," I said, nudging her back. "I'll think about moving in with you." 
 "And, one more thing, you'll have to clean up your language when the baby 
comes," she said. 
 I rolled my eyes. "Really?" 
 "Really," she said.  
 "What do you think Mom is gonna say?" Up until this moment, I hadn't thought 
about the shit she may start if I try to leave.  
 Torey glanced out the window at mom who was bopping her head to a tune we 
couldn’t hear. "I don't know, sis." She put her arm around me. “I don’t know.” 
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The Exchange Student 

Joshua Prokopy 
 

A faint buzzing tickled my ears. I tried to swat the sound away, but it came back. I let 
out an exhausted groan and opened my eyes. Two mosquitoes traced lazy circles in the 
air, their bodies fat with my blood. I wondered how they’d slipped inside the mosquito 
net. Seven in the morning and my shirt was already soaked with sweat.   

When I signed up for the Global Experience program, I was hoping for a little 
adventure, a way to spice up junior year. The problem was I had no idea where to go. I 
was still sifting through the options when I happened across a YouTube video someone 
had made about their trip to Thailand. I couldn’t have found the place on a map, but it 
seemed to have all the ingredients for a perfect adventure—monks in saffron robes, 
jungles, elephants, kick boxing, cool temples, and tons of pretty girls.  

What the video hadn’t shown was places like Baan Tung, the tiny village smack 
in the middle of Thailand’s central plains where I’d ended up. When I first got the news 
I’d be living in Bann Tung, I’d done my best to read up on the place, but my Google 
search came up blank. It was even too small to appear in any of the travel guides at the 
library. 

 The curtain separating my bed from the rest of the house swung aside to reveal 
my host mom, Mrs. Siriratsivawong—and ten bucks if you can pronounce that one. She 
patted down a few wisps of gray hair and opened her mouth in a smile that revealed two 
rows of perfect black teeth.   

“Marcus,” she said. At least that’s what I think it was. Unfortunately, her English 
wasn’t too great and it came out more like Mucus.   

 “School,” she added, with a friendly lilt to her voice.   
I groaned and burrowed back under the sheets. This was only my second day in 

Thailand, and I was still so deep in the throes of jet lag, I couldn’t face the idea of 
slapping on a cheery smile and heading off to make new friends. 

Undeterred, Mrs. Siriratsivawong pointed to a neatly folded pile of clothes on the 
floor. I knew right away it must be my school uniform. The short sleeve white shirt and 
blue slacks weren’t exactly my style, but uniforms were part of the deal here and I’d 
more or less resigned myself to looking like some wannabe business major for the rest of 
the year. It was all part of the experience, right?   

I shrugged and rolled off my paper-thin mattress onto the floor. My eyes were still 
gummy with sleep as I stumbled out the front door and down the half dozen steps to the 
ground. Underneath the house was a big open space, with no walls and a scattering of 
bamboo tables and benches. I slowly wove my way through the furniture, almost tripping 
over a chicken hunting for stray grains of rice in the dirt.   

By the time I got to the small cinderblock outhouse, I was dripping with sweat. 
What I wouldn’t have given for one last trip to my old bathroom. I could almost feel the 
warm shower caressing my skin. But this was the Siriratsivawongs’ outhouse and warm 
showers were not an option. The only way to take a shower in Baan Tung was to dump a 
bucket of ice water over your head.   

In this heat I might have welcomed a little cold water, but a whole bucket-full 
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splashing down my back? I’d tried that yesterday and wasn’t eager to repeat the 
experience. Still, this was my first day of school. And since I didn’t think smelling like a 
dirty locker room would win me any friends, I soaped up and shivered my way through 
three frozen buckets. 

I toweled off quickly, trying to ignore the pressure in my bowels. I don’t mean to 
be disgusting. But the last time I’d gone to the bathroom was on the airplane. That was 
two days ago, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out. See, the 
Siriratsivawongs didn’t exactly have a normal toilet. The thing looked like it was built for 
a dwarf, no more than three inches off the ground with little foot-sized indentations on 
either side of the bowl. I had no idea how to sit on it, and bad as my stomach felt, I 
wasn’t prepared to imagine any other possibilities. 

Worse yet, there wasn’t a single scrap of toilet paper, just another pail of water 
and a small plastic cup. Every time I thought about going to the bathroom I could feel the 
bile rise up in my throat.   

It’s not like I hadn’t done my research. I mean, God only knows how many hours 
I spent surfing the web for information on Thai culture. And in all that time, I didn’t 
come across a single mention of how to take a crap in Thailand.   

By the time I got back upstairs, my host mom had laid out breakfast on a low 
table. My host dad was there too. His hair even grayer than hers. A sleeveless t-shirt hung 
off his slight frame. 

I sat down, trying to get comfortable on the flat cushion that was supposed to 
serve as a chair, and eyed the food laid out before me. Yesterday I’d gotten a nice helping 
of fried eggs, but today all I saw was some rice gruel and a bowl of stir-fried greens.   

My host dad scooped up a couple forkfuls of greens, mixed them with the gruel, 
and dug in. I didn’t really feel like eating, but I took a 
hesitant bite of greens just to be polite. It felt like 
someone had just let loose with a flamethrower all over 
the inside of my mouth. I grabbed a glass of water and 
downed it in one gulp, trying to quench the fire still 
burning its way down my throat. 

My host mom let out a quick bark of laughter and refilled my glass. Then she 
picked up her fork and poked around in the stir fried greens. With each turn of the fork 
she revealed a little green chili. They were everywhere!  

I’d tried to prepare for spicy Thai food, putting extra salsa on my burritos and 
eating those little green pepperoncinis that come in every box of Papa John’s pizza. What 
a joke.  

I missed Boston something awful right then. I wanted to be home, wear jeans and 
eat Pop Tarts for breakfast. 
 I avoided the rest of the greens and forced down a bowl of tasteless rice gruel. My 
host dad pointed to my backpack, which sat propped up next to the front door, and said, 
“Bus.” Like his wife, Mr. Siriratsivawong only knew a handful of words in English, most 
of which he seemed to have picked up from a tattered dictionary lying next to the table.  

I grabbed my bag and followed him outside. We passed a smattering of wooden 
houses just like the Siriratsivawongs’. They were all raised up on stilts, with empty holes 
where the windows should’ve been and roofs made of tin or woven grass. Coconut trees 
hugged the path, and I passed so close to a giant banana tree I could’ve plucked a piece of 
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fruit to fill out my meager breakfast.    
No question about it, I wasn’t in Boston any more.   
In a matter of moments we’d reached the center of town. The village temple stood 

off to my left, and I could just make out the elegant curve of a red tiled roof beyond the 
screen of trees. Across the way stood an open-walled bamboo noodle stand, a battered 
telephone booth, and the Siriratsivawongs’ general store—a tiny cinderblock affair 
crammed full of vegetables, canned sardines, soap, chips, and medicine. That was it, the 
whole of downtown Baan Tung. 

My host dad gave me a warm smile, pointed to a battered pick-up truck parked in 
front of the temple, and repeated his one word instruction. “Bus.” 

 I stood rooted in place, with my stomach in knots and the remnants of chili juice 
still searing my throat. My eyes darted back and forth from the truck to my host dad. He 
was already ambling off toward his store. I thought about following him, but quickly 
changed my mind. When I went into their shop yesterday to check the place out, the first 
thing I saw was a rack of dried squid. The pungent odor was so rank it drove me back out 
before I’d gotten a good look at things. I wasn’t eager to repeat the experience. 

I forced myself to take a step forward. One foot followed the other until I’d 
reached the back of the truck. It was a dull red color, with a metal shell over the bed and a 
narrow platform complete with a double set of ladders hanging off the back. To my relief 
there were two padded benches running the length of the bed. Both were already crowded 
with kids, and before I could even blink, every one of them was staring at me and my 
blond hair in stunned silence.   

I held my breath. Then one of the boys yelled “farang,” and pointed a bony finger 
in my direction.  I had no idea what he was talking about, but in seconds everyone was 
giggling. 

A couple of girls slid over to make space for me. I smiled at them and dredged up 
my one word of Thai, something my host parents had managed to teach me on the ride 
home from the airport. “Sawatdee ka.” 

That caused another explosion of giggles. The kids chattered away at a madcap 
pace, their soft pitter-patter language like squirming snakes in my ear. But no one tried to 
say ‘hi’ in return. They just pointed at me and laughed harder.     

More kids piled in, and soon the truck was crammed full. Kids sat scrunched 
together on the two long benches, doubled-up in each other’s laps, and crouched in the 
aisle, filling every square inch of space beneath the red metal shell.      

 I wiped the sweat from my forehead and shifted on the lumpy bench as the truck 
lumbered down the road. Beyond the narrow windows, emerald green rice fields and 
coconut trees stretched into the distance. I stared at the scenery, trying hard to ignore the 
endless giggles.  

 Finally the truck sputtered to a halt and everyone tumbled out. Not knowing what 
else to do, I grabbed my bag and followed. In front of me was a faded concrete building 
surrounded by a scraggly stand of banana trees: my new school. As I looked around, the 
kids gave a last giggle and scampered off, leaving me alone. 
 I kicked at the dirt, splattering droplets of red mud across my new uniform 
trousers. Mud. It was everywhere. Apparently, I’d come during the rainy season, which 
hardly seemed like an adequate term to describe the sheets of water that had come rolling 
out of the sky yesterday. Everything was sodden, and the air smelled moldy.   
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 From somewhere deep inside me, I felt a hollow, mirthless laugh bubble up. All 
that planning, the application, the research, and here I was, alone and covered in mud, 
with a knot the size of Kansas in my bowels and sweat dripping from every pore in my 
body. 

Then I heard a voice say, “Hello.” 
 Just a single word, but it was clear and sweet, the nicest thing I’d heard since 
leaving Boston. I looked over my shoulder and saw a girl who could have stepped out of 
one of those tourist posters at the airport. Her jet black hair fell past her shoulders in 
waves, and the way she smiled at me. Man, it was all I could do to keep breathing. 
 “My name Dao,” she continued. “You Marcus? I very look forward to meeting 
you. Everyone here excited.”   
 My ears pricked up at that. She’d said my name right! I wanted to bust out a 
smile, but the memory of that bus ride still sat like a rock in my stomach. “They have a 
funny way of showing it,” I replied. “You’re the first person outside my host family 
who’s even talked to me.”  
 She giggled, but somehow, coming from her, it no longer seemed quite so 
frustrating. It was almost cute. “They just shy,” she said. “They never see farang. Oh, 
sorry, I mean foreigner. They never see foreigner here.” 
 “So what about you? Why are you speaking to me?” 
 “Maybe I not so shy,” she said with an impish smile. “Besides, I want practice 
English. Okay?” 
 “Okay.” I was suddenly all too aware of the sweat pouring down my shirt and 
stinking up my armpits.   
 “Come on,” she said, her voice sparkling with laughter. “I show you to 
headmaster office. Meet your teacher. ” 
 She headed towards the school. I ran to catch up, keeping my eyes pasted on her 
retreating form. The navy skirt and white blouse hugged her body in a way that made me 
rethink my whole opinion on uniforms.   
 I racked my brains for something to say. The English flowing from her mouth had 
been like the first sip of ice-cold soda on a hot summer day and what I wouldn’t do for 
some Coca-Cola right now.    

Dao’s heady scent of mango and mint filled my nostrils and sent my mind cycling 
through all the unfamiliar odors I’d encountered over the last two days—the sharp bite of 
fresh chilies, the damp air just before it rains, and the rancid stink of dried squid. Before I 
knew what I was doing, I blurted out, “Do you really eat dried squid?  It smells 
disgusting.”  

Dao erupted into a fit of laughter. “Oh Marcus, dried squid not stinky. It delicious. 
Next time you should try.” 

I took a deep breath, reining in the impulse to blurt out another stupid line just to 
hear her laugh.   
 We passed through the main doors and into the school. If I’d been hoping for 
some relief from the heat, I was sorely disappointed. It was just as boiling hot in here as it 
was outside. Then again, we weren’t technically ‘inside.’ The corridor was little more 
than a covered walkway with one wall open to the elements. Beyond it the whole school 
lay stretched out before me, a two-story building laid out in a U-shape around a dirt and 
patch grass soccer field. No lockers, no gymnasium. It looked more like a roadside motel 
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than a high school. 
 “You speak Thai?” asked Dao. 

 “A bit,” I replied, and before I could lose my nerve I quickly added, “Sawatdee 
ka.”  

Dao burst into laughter again. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. My cheeks started to 
burn. 

“M-Marcus,” she said between a fit of giggles. “Where you learn that?” 
“From my host parents,” I replied, not knowing what else to say. 
“So sorry, but in Thai, only girl say ‘ka.’ You a boy, so should say, ‘kap’.” 
Now my cheeks were really heating up. No wonder everyone laughed at me. I’d 

greeted them like a freaking girl! How could the Siriratsivawongs have done that?   
I could see Dao looking nervous, so I forced another hollow laugh from my 

throat. She joined in, and before I knew it I was laughing for real. Giant waves of 
happiness rolled through my body and I suddenly recalled the ride up from the airport 
with a new sense of clarity. Mr. Siriratsivawong had spent a good ten minutes trying to 
correct my pronunciation, but it was well past midnight, and after a long day of traveling 
I was so brain dead that I’d latched onto my host mom’s initial greeting and refused to let 
go. Eventually, he’d just given up.   
  “So, now,” Dao said. “You know how say ‘hello.’ Maybe I teach you more, 
okay?” 
 I nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 “You want know how someone is, you say sa-baay-di mai? You try.” 
 “Sa-baay-di mai?” At first, the words sounded awkward coming out of my mouth. 
But I tried again, and the next time it wasn’t so bad.   
 “Very good. Maybe soon you speak Thai better than me,” Dao said with another 
little giggle. “Now, if I ask you sa-baay-di mai and you feel fine, you say, sa-baay-di. 
Easy, yes?” 
 It was. Hey, maybe I really could get the hang of this. I tried rolling the words 
around on my tongue a couple more times as we strode down the hall. 
 “Your host parents, they Mr. and Mrs. Siriratsivawong?” asked Dao.  
 “Yeah. How’d you know?”   
 “My parents, they friends with the Siriratsivawongs. We from next village over, 
Baan Nong Saay. Sometimes we visit Baan Tung and go their store for snacks.” 
 My heart skipped a beat. I could almost picture Dao walking into the 
Siriratsivawongs’ shop. Maybe I’d buy her a soda and we could sit on one of the bamboo 
benches underneath their house. They weren’t all that long either, those benches. We 
might have to sit pretty close together. 

I was so engrossed in this little daydream that I failed to notice Dao turn into an 
open doorway. By the time I stepped into the room she was talking to a young woman 
seated behind a desk. The woman dropped her eyes as she caught sight of me and gave a 
slight nod.  

Dao murmured a few more words of Thai and headed towards a back office. 
“Come,” she said, waving me forward. “Meet headmaster.” And there was that smile 
again, bright enough to dazzle a banker out of his money. 

The room was spacious, with a big window overlooking the front of the school 
and bookshelves lining one wall. Two people sat at a shiny black table near the window. 
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They stood up as soon as we entered. Dao placed her hands together in front of her face 
and made a slight bow. I hesitated for a second, feeling uncomfortable as I imitated the 
gesture.  

It was surreal, like I was in some martial arts movie showing respect to my 
opponent before the big fight. I held the bow for a long moment, then straightened up and 
said, “Sawatdee kap,” making sure to place extra emphasis on the ‘-p.’   

Everyone broke into a grin, so I must have finally gotten it right.   
“This headmaster Thanasukolwit,” Dao said, gesturing to a slight man with 

thinning hair and a pair of silver rimmed glasses.   
“And this Ajaan Charoenkul,” she said of the headmaster’s companion, a plump 

woman with broad arms and carefree eyes. “Ajaan means teacher.”   
The headmaster smiled again and started rattling off a speech in Thai. I thought 

he’d stop after a few words, but he just kept going. I didn’t understand any of it.   
This was not good.  
Finally, he wrapped up the speech and beamed at me. The room was silent. I 

started to squirm, but it didn’t last long. Ajaan Char—whatever, bowed her head and said, 
“Good morning, Khun Marcus. The headmaster, he want welcome you to Thailand. Hope 
you like our school.”   

I breathed a sigh of relief. Her voice wasn’t as pretty as Dao’s, but her eyes gave 
me the impression I might have a lot of fun in her class, and it was good to know there 
was someone else around who spoke English.  

The teacher pointing to herself. “My name maybe too hard, so please call me 
Ajaan Moo. It my, how you say? My joke name.” 

Joke name? It took me a second to figure out what she meant. “Oh, your 
nickname?” 

“Yes, nickname.” She tittered and put a hand over her mouth to stifle the laughter. 
I stared, my relief at being addressed in English momentarily scuttled.  

“You come here every day, Khun Marcus,” she added. “Study Thai.” Then she 
shifted her gaze to Dao. 

 “Do you have free time during day?”  
“Yes Ajaan.” 
“Good. Please, when you free come meet with Marcus. You maybe help him learn 

Thai.” 
“Of course, Ajaan. I happy to help.”   
A tingle of excitement surged through my body. Dao turned to look at me. “I 

come here lunch time, Marcus. We go to eat, meet friend, then study together. Okay?” 
Before I could respond she was on her way out the door. I called after her, 

desperate for one last helping of that beautiful voice. “What’s for lunch, anyway?” 
“Don’t worry. I make sure get you delicious food today. Maybe kai yang and som 

tam. Uh, how you say, grilled chicken and…papaya salad with chili.” Her lips curled up 
into a wicked smile. “Oh, and of course plahmuk haeng. That mean dried squid.”    

My insides shriveled. Dried squid?  There was no way…But then I took a deep 
breath. It was time to suck it up and quit whining. Besides, the rest of the meal sounded 
pretty awesome—so long as it wasn’t too spicy. I put my hands together in the little bow 
Dao had demonstrated earlier and watched a sweet smile blossom on her lips. “I’m 
looking forward to it,” I said. Then, without thinking about it, I added “Sa-baay-di.” And 
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it was true. I really was fine. For the first time in days, everything was looking up. Now 
all I had to do was conquer that damn toilet.   
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Daughter 
Natalia Jaster 

 
Dear Birth Control Pill, 

You’ve saved girls so many times—I hear them talking 
about you. Some talk about getting carried away with guys, how 
things “just happened.” Others talk about how romantic it was, 
that it was planned, that they were “ready.” They’d probably thank 
you if they could. I bet they’d also thank you for cramp-free weeks 
and clear skin. If they thought about it more, they’d tell you they 
love you, they love you, they love you. You’ve helped them so much. 
If only you could have helped me, too. 

 
Sophie put the Do Not Disturb sign on the doorknob like she’d been told. In the 
room, the A/C didn’t work and the overhead fan wasn’t making up for it—all it did was 
toss around the mid-July air. It was the sort of morning she hated, so hit-the-ground-
running hot that wearing a feather-light shirt felt no more refreshing than wearing wool. 
She wanted to call the front desk about the heat, but she wasn’t supposed to be in here 
anyway. Although she was harmless (in the non-havoc-wrecking sense, at least), she 
didn’t want anyone threatening to call her fathers. 

She planned on calling them later. 
She had been told to make herself scarce. In two hours, she had to be out of the 

room. That had been the condition for letting her sneak in. 
It was not the kind of hotel she’d ever pictured. A vegan B&B (whatever that 

meant). A photograph of a bamboo forest hung on the wall, the frame tilting to the right. 
The glass had fingerprints on it, maybe from some sadly curious person. The white bed 
sheets matched the curtains and bred an aloof peppermint scent, which, at any other time, 
wouldn’t have made her queasy. The walls were a green color that reminded her weirdly 
of ginger ale, which made her sprint to the bathroom, where she stayed until the nausea 
passed. 

When she was able to stand, she pulled up the hem of her shirt past her ribs and 
stopped at the point where her breasts began to jut out. She turned sideways and studied 
her body’s profile in the mirror, the inward curve of her stomach, the peach complexion. 
She tried to guess just how far past her hips her skin would stretch and expand, and how 
quickly. 

She wondered, would she notice the bump suddenly one morning, like a bruise? 
Or would it be so gradual, like her nails growing out, that she wouldn’t notice? 

Sophie projected her belly outward, working her muscles so that the stomach 
inflated as far as it could. Emotion-wise, she didn’t feel much different than she had 
already been feeling. Scared as shit, stupid as shit. 

It was floating right now in her stomach, maybe near her navel, trying to see 
through the peek hole of her belly button. She pictured it, a happy tadpole-like creature 
flexing its arms and legs, blowing bubbles, doing somersaults in the canals that led to 
different parts of her body. 

She thought about what she would say to it when it came. Happy birthday? 
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What’s it like inside me? Am I pretty in there? Was I warm enough? What was the most 
disgusting thing you saw? 

The feeling this gave her was equally crappy and sweet. 
Leaving the bathroom, she sat in a grass green chair and waited. Twiddled her 

thumbs, unplugged and replugged the phone, cleared the dust from the lamps with the 
complementary lint roller she found next to the Your Choice of Vegan or Raw breakfast 
menu, checked her cuticles, made plans to be more attentive to her nails, stared at the 
clock, at the phone, at the tattered and broken flesh around her nails and thought maybe 
she should find a shop nearby selling grooming kits, tallied the colors of nail polish she 
owned (For All Intents and Purposes, Truly Madly Deeply, Cinnamon and Spice), 
considered whether Goodwill accepted used cosmetics, looked at the phone again. 
Wondered if coming here had been the right thing for her. 

Sophie lay on the bed, opened her notebook, and wrote letters to everyone and no 
one, hoping it might help her figure out what to do. She didn’t stop until her fingers got 
tired, her mind got tired. 

She put on her earbuds and listened to a drum set dropping from a pulsing-yet-
melodic limbo into her brain. She tipped her head from side to side to keep from crying. 
Silently, she encouraged the tadpole to put its ear to her belly and listen. Go ahead, she 
thought, softly, angrily. Give it a try. 

 
The group home was quiet the morning Sophie walked toward the front office for her 
interview, or meeting, or whatever it was supposed to be. It was always called something 
different. She’d gone through enough foster care to know the drill but never figured out 
what the Q & A sessions were officially called. She didn’t care enough to know because 
it always ended the same way: being eventually sent back from where ever they’d placed 
her. 

When she stepped through the door, Mrs. Snow, whose personality was as plain 
and cold as her name, was waiting for Sophie with another woman in a burgundy suit. 
The burgundy woman sat in a chair, sunlight filtering through the window and 
brightening the side of her face. 

“How do you feel about homosexuality, Sophie?” 
This was the first question the woman asked, which struck Sophie as ridiculous 

and hilarious at the same time. Her answer was a resounding burp. It wasn’t on purpose, 
and she covered it up by offering a quick, “It’s sweet, I guess.” 

Mrs. Snow rubbed her temples. The woman in burgundy blinked and consulted 
her clipboard. She looked young. No wrinkles. A rubber band holding back her hair. 

Sophie couldn’t have given them a clear answer anyway since she had zero 
experience with gays or lesbians, unless she counted Casey and Mandy, who liked to 
nibble on each other during bouts of boredom, or whenever they didn’t feel like getting 
into fights with the other girls. 

The burgundy woman threw other questions at her about sex and family and fears 
and insecurities and expectations, most of which Sophie managed only to shrug at. 

A couple of other meetings followed, some including two men who, Sophie was 
told, wanted to foster a kid. The men were both tall and used their hands to express 
themselves. And they were funny, and they—this was new—concentrated on everything 
she said. 
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The night before the men were going to pick her up, Casey and Mandy huddled 
with Sophie to give her advice (as if this was her first time) but mostly to pass around the 
pot Mandy had swiped from a college student who volunteered there every Tuesday. 

“Two guys. Protect yourself.” 
“But tell them what you like to eat.” 
“Don’t trust them.” 
“But brush your hair for fuck’s sake.” 

 
Dear Casey and Mandy, 

I thought things would get easier with them. I was wrong. 
 

Sophie was a hairbrushed, v-neck-shirt-wearing, home-having kid now, whose time was 
running out in the fancy hotel room she’d been let into for free. 

This sucks, this sucks, this sucks, this sucks. 
She reached for the phone, yanked it toward her and dumped it on the mattress, 

thinking how convenient it would be if she forgot her number. 
When she’d first started school mid-year, potential friends had asked for her 

number—after they’d stopped saying things like “I knew this foster kid once…” or “I 
knew a guy who spent some time in juvie”—but she’d constantly forget the digits. 

Mack, Father Number One, answered on the first ring. 
“I’m at a hotel,” Sophie said. 
This was followed by an exhale of breath. “Where are you?” 
“I just told you.” 
“That wasn’t telling me anything,” Mack said. “Are you alright? 
“Yes.” 
“Then what hotel?” 
Commotion in the background. The echo on the line shifted and then it sounded 

like she had her ear to a tunnel. 
Her foster fathers had her on speakerphone. She pictured them standing in the 

hallway where the red cat clock that had a shifting tail and eyes hung over the console 
table. Mack might be drumming his fingers on the table and Jones, Father Number Two, 
might be wiping his palms on the cap of his store-bought smoothie. 

“I said what hotel? With who?” 
“You can’t come here.” 
“Bullshit. We’ve just spent hours—” 
“I can’t tell you until I tell you and then still I can’t tell you until I gauge your 

reaction.” 
Sophie remembered this girl—April or something—who’d been sent back after 

three weeks because she’d gotten pregnant and the foster mother had had a nervous 
breakdown. 

Both of her fathers weren’t conservative or anything. Mack was a former foster 
kid, he was outgoing, he “didn’t care a piss” what people thought of him. But that didn’t 
mean he wasn’t going to be shell-shocked. As for Jones, he was more sensitive, 
especially with his judgmental, not-too-liberal family. According to their stories, Mack 
and Jones had lived comfortably tucked away in West Hollywood, and then later moved 
to Los Feliz when they’d found the right house. 
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She pictured them telling Jones’s parents, and his parents glaring at her and Mack 
as if they were the wrong ingredients to a simple recipe, saying, You see? You see what 
happens? 

“Sophie Lynn, tell us where you are right now, damn it all.” 
It was the first time either one of them had used her full name. She heard finger 

snapping in the back—Jones always snapped his fingers to calm Mack down. 
They switched tactics and turned off the speakerphone. 
“What do you mean you can’t tell us the address?” asked Jones. “Are you still in 

the city?” 
“Yes.” 
“How did you pay for a hotel? How did you get into a hotel?” 
“I stole Mack’s hush money and bribed the front desk.” 
No answer. 
“I’m just kidding.” 
“Not funny.” 
“I know someone who works here. But I did take some hush money.” 
Sophie thought it was weird that Mack used that term for a roll of cash he saved 

for guilty pleasures like that cat clock. 
“What now?” Mack asked in the background. 
Jones covered the mouthpiece—unsuccessfully. “You’ve got to start with easy 

questions, hun. Remember what Phyllis said?” 
“Guys?” 
Jones came back. “Sophie—” 
“You’ve been talking to Phyllis about me?” 
Phyllis was a woman that Jones worked with at a yoga magazine. She had four 

kids and, according to Mack, was the sort of “baby-changing station” Jones’s family 
would have wanted him to marry. 

“Not directly,” Jones answered. 
“But why? Mack hates her.” 
“No, he doesn’t.” Jones sounded surprised. She thought he knew. 
She pictured Jones turning to look at Mack, Mack blinking back at him. 
“Oh yeah,” Sophie said. “That’s right. I confused her with someone else.” 
“Sophie, what’s wrong?” 
The heat in the room was as thick as syrup. That’s what was wrong. 
“Hold on.” Sophie dropped the receiver and jumped off the bed. She opened the 

window, but it wasn’t enough. She decided to remove her shirt, which she’d gotten 
halfway over her head when she paused, remembering something. Then she ripped the 
shirt off and scrambled back to the phone, blowing her bangs out of her eyes. 

“Oh my god, we were planning that dinner tonight. I’m so sorry.” 
Veggie lasagna. They’d gone to the farmer’s market and everything. 
“Forget about that.” 
And she was hungry. And the tadpole was probably hungry, too. 
The room was hot. 
Tears were humiliating. To top it off, her fathers hadn’t seen (or heard, in this 

case) her cry before. She sucked it up once she heard Mack’s voice saying, “It’s because 
of a boy.” 
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Sophie caught the boy staring at her from his seat near the window in Political Science. 
He had olive skin and dimples, and his arms were folded over his desk, the sleeves of his 
black sweater pulled over his wrists. When she saw him, he glanced down at his desk 
with a smile. When he looked up again, she turned away, pretending to examine the 
posters on the wall. 

It went on like that, each of them stealing looks until, at one point in the lecture, 
Sophie was called on to read from the textbook. She flipped through the pages, trying to 
act like she knew where to look. The room was silent. The back of her neck began to 
sweat and she worried that the girl sitting behind her could see the droplets. 

She stopped fumbling with the pages and let her eyes stray toward the boy with 
the dimples. He’d pulled up his sleeves. Under his desk, he held up four fingers of his 
right hand, three of his left. 

Forty-three or thirty-four? 
Sophie took a guess and began at the top of page forty-three, spitting out the 

words mechanically. 
After class, he caught her walking down the hall, caught her by the shoulder and 

asked, “Want company?” 
Sophie stared at him. 
“We just had class together,” he said, thinking she’d already forgotten him. 
“Thanks for helping me.” 
He seemed embarrassed all of a sudden. 
She studied him. “I wasn’t reading the right page, was I?” 
“It was supposed to be page thirty-four.” 
Sophie winced, and a sigh bottled up in her throat. He walked her to her next 

class. Sophie didn’t know what else to say and he seemed fine to lead her through the 
hallway in silence. At the door to English, he asked her for her poli-sci textbook. When 
she gave it to him, he pulled out a pen, turned to a page and wrote something in it, then 
folded the top corner and handed the book back. 

“So you’ll know where we start tomorrow,” he explained. 
He said he had to get to his next class but that he would see her around, and then 

he took off back the way they came. When he was gone, Sophie opened her textbook to 
the page he’d marked. On it, he’d written, Peter. 

The next day, after school, he took her to a reservoir. They walked along the 
water, which wasn’t deep enough to feel like an asteroid created it but also wasn’t 
shallow. She wondered what secrets lived at the bottom.  

A slope of concrete, then trees, and then another slope of expensive houses 
peeking from expensive hills, surrounded the reservoir, the occasional spear of a palm 
tree sticking up from the view like one of those colorfully-tipped toothpicks impaling a 
sandwich. 

They watched a pair of toddlers throw a tantrum over who got to sip their juice 
out of the blue straw instead of the red one. They listened to music, passing Peter’s 
headphones back and forth. He talked about his older brother, Tim, who worked front 
desk at an indie hotel in between a full MFA load. Peter raved about an ass-kicking 
Spanish writer who knew how to spin a paranormal. She told him that she’d never read 
much but would like to try fantasy novels. She showed him her class schedule and he told 
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her which teachers she had to watch out for and which were easy-going. He never asked 
her about being a foster kid, which she liked about him. 

When he drove her home, he held out his hand to help her out of the car, 
gentleman-like, and took a moment before letting her go. 

 
“How do you know it’s because of a boy?” Jones replied. “It could be us. Maybe we did 
something wrong.” 

“No,” Sophie said. 
“Or the routine stage might be setting in. Now that everything’s settled down, 

she’s missing the group home because it was familiar.” 
“Are you kidding?” she asked. 
“It’s a boy. It’s Bookmark,” Mack said. “That cute one she’s been hanging out 

with. That’s why she’s so emotional. Tell that to Phyllis and see what she says.” 
“Is it a boy?” Jones asked. 
Sophie chewed on the cord. 
“Who?” Jones asked. “What did he do?” 
Sophie couldn’t help feeling touched that he automatically assumed whatever had 

happened wasn’t her fault. 
“Mack just said who it is and he didn’t do anything that I didn’t do, too,” Sophie 

answered. “Peter and I sort of…impregnated me.” 
All she could hear on the line after that was the cat clock ticking. 
 

Peter kissed her for the first time while leaving a café located in some sort of hipster 
village. Sophie hadn’t liked the place. The people were snobby, calling their bread toast 
points. She and Peter had a good laugh over that one and left after only five minutes. 

She felt out of place. The people here have so much, she thought. They have toast 
points. All she’d ever wondered about was if she’d ever have an actual home. A family. 

She hadn’t realized she was talking out loud until she noticed Peter staring at her. 
Then he was stepping forward and holding her face. As she felt the pressure of his lips, 
she wondered whether kisses could ever be as uncomplicated as this. 

And if she was doing it right. 
An hour after Sophie made it home, Mack walked through the front door and 

went straight to the kitchen. When he asked how her day went, she said, “Fine.” 
“Anything interesting happen? News? Scandals?” 
Sophie didn’t answer. 
Mack collected chilies and cayenne pepper and onions and tomatoes and arranged 

the items on the counter. In the evenings, Sophie always sampled his test dishes while 
they talked about their days. 

“Hungry?” he asked. 
Sophie watched Mack slice the tomatoes and wondered if he knew about this 

toast points lunacy, and if his first kiss had been with a boy, and if it had been as 
uncomplicated as the one she’d just experienced. She hesitated, then said, “No thanks,” 
and retreated to her room. She felt Mack’s eyes following her up the stairs. 
 
Dear Dads, 
Dear Mack and Jones, 
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Dear Jones and Mack, 
Dear Fam, 
Dear Parents, 
Dear Dads, 

I’msorryI’m sorryI’m sorryI’m sorryI’m sorryI’m sorryI’msorryI’msorryI’msorry 
 

“But it’s your fault,” she said. 
“Soph—” Jones began. 
“What do you mean it’s our fault?” Mack demanded. “And before we get to that, 

what do you mean Peter got you pregnant?” 
“I mean, why do you have to be gay?” 
Oh wow, she thought. 
“I mean it’s not your fault this happened to me. You got me birth control—” 
“So glad you remember that,” Mack said. 
She’d only been on it for a week when she climbed into that tent with Peter. 
“I mean this feels more like it’s all about you two. Like it’s all about how much 

worse it’ll be because of…that. Like I’ll make you guys look bad. If I had a mother and 
father, yeah, it would be a problem, too. But a different one.” 

Sophie wished she could return to the reservoir. 
“I’m just…mad at you for being gay right now. It’ll pass.” 
It will pass because she loved them, she loved them together. She wanted them to 

keep her. She wanted to be part of Mack’s overgrown radish garden. She wanted to be 
part of Jones’s trips to the bookstore where he liked to scan the shelves. 

“This isn’t about us,” Mack answered. His voice made Sophie flinch. 
“Actually, it is...in a way,” Jones said. “Sophie, this is ridiculous to talk about on 

the phone. Where are you?” 
Sophie shifted on the bed, hoping the tadpole was comfortable despite her weight 

bearing down on it. 
If men were able to carry babies, Jones definitely would be the one to do it. 
 

They never used words like “boyfriend” or “girlfriend.” In school, she rolled her eyes as 
her friends compared dating notes—the rules, the glossary of terms and touches, the 
games, the hinting. It was all too dumb, too fake, to take seriously. 

Instead, she latched on to things like when he touched her back to steer her 
through the crowded school hallway. Or impulses, like when she heard his voice on the 
phone—it made her do things like play with the twisty stick that opened and closed her 
blinds, or roll on her bed with her legs up in the air and her toes pointed to the ceiling. 

One afternoon Peter called, said his parents were gone for the weekend and did 
she want to do what they once talked about. 

She told her fathers that she was sleeping over at a friend’s house, and that night 
she ended up in an orange tent with Peter in the backyard of his house, where his urban-
farming parents raised chickens. 

Chickens in L.A. 
L.A. chickens. 
Weird. Amazing. 
He’d pitched two tents, one for each of them, but they started the night out lying 
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next to one another, with his flashlight pointing at the roof. 
Somewhere in the middle of it their hands met, followed by arms, as if something 

had dawned on them at the same time. 
 
Dear Peter, 

I think the tadpole danced in my stomach, and I want to tell you about it so badly. 
 
Dear Peter, 

I want to lie in that tent with you again. 
 
Dear Peter, 

I like you enough to love you. 
 
Mack and Jones said they’d be there in half an hour. 

In the meantime, Sophie dialed another number. 
“Did you call them?” Peter asked when he heard her voice. 
“Yeah.” 
“What did they say?” 
Sophie rolled onto her back. “They’re coming here to talk.” 
“You want me to wait on the phone with you?” 
She rubbed her stomach, discovering sweat near her belly button. She thought of 

the night it happened, when Peter’s hands had moved across her skin. She remembered 
how their breathing had shifted, held one moment, released the next, uneven and then 
suddenly steady. She remembered them falling asleep and waking up together. 

“Was my brother nice?” he asked. 
Sophie nodded even though he couldn’t see her. Peter’s older brother, Tim, had 

been working the hotel’s front desk when she got there and asked if she could take a 
room for the afternoon due to angst. Since his usual responses were I dunno and I 
duncare, she was surprised when he asked her if she was kidding. It’s not like he had 
someone looking over his shoulder. The place was so small and off-the-beaten-lodging-
path that it didn’t even have a security camera. And no, she couldn’t retreat to Peter’s 
room or a friend’s house, she needed to be alone. Eventually, her very sad face and a call 
to Peter to confirm they weren’t meeting for minor-aged sex (too late) on the premises 
had convinced Tim to give her a cottage key for two hours max or it was his ass. 

“Did you know that Mack calls you Bookmark?” 
“He has a nickname for me?” 
“He used it on the phone just now.” 
“Bookmark?” 
“Because of the day we met, when you wrote your name in my book.” 
Peter asked when she first told Mack and Jones about him. She answered, “A few 

days after. I wanted you all to myself first, like my secret.” 
“Did you?” he teased. “And do you have a nickname for...” 
She waited, but he didn’t continue. She guessed that he didn’t know what to call 

the tadpole yet, but she was glad he didn’t finish the question. She would’ve had to lie 
and say “No,” but only because she wanted that little oval blur of life, in some way, to 
herself at first. 
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“What are you thinking?” she asked. 
“That Mack can call me Bookmark if he wants.” 
Sophie could’ve told him that with Mack, he didn't have a choice. But she’d 

wanted to ask something for so long, and now she couldn’t wait. “Are you scared?” 
Are you going to leave me? Are you all going to leave me? 
He needed no time, not a moment, to think about it. “Yeah, I am.” His voice was 

so low it could have been a tangible thing lying on the floor. 
“Are you my boyfriend?” she asked. 
A pause. 
“Maybe. Let’s try it.” 
“Okay.” 
“So what are you doing?” he asked. 
Maybe it will be a girl. It would even out things between her and Mack and Jones. 

She pictured the two of them getting in their car—she would apologize when they got to 
the hotel. 

“Sophie?” 
Listening to him was like taking a drink of ice water. She felt him moving down 

her chest, pouring into that spot where the tadpole swam. Sophie didn’t answer the 
question. She kissed the mouthpiece of the phone, but quietly so he wouldn’t hear her lips 
touching the plastic. 
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Thing I Hate About My Mother 
Excerpt from his novel entitled Things I Hate About My Mother 

Paul Heinz 
 

“Mark, can you give me a hand at the grocery store?”  
I had just started composing a text to Johnny, begging him to meet me somewhere 

and free me from my chore-hell Saturday, but my mom had other plans for me. 
 “Why do I need to help you go shopping?” 
 She gave me THE LOOK and said, “I’m buying lots of heavy stuff—water and 
soda, and I could use your help. Alright?” 
 “It was just a question, Mom. Relax.”  
 Lesser remarks have sent my mom into a psycho rage, but she managed to stay 
calm, and I—being the good son that I am—went shopping and helped carry the 
groceries and unpack the bags, and this is AFTER I’d already spent the morning filling 
thirty-five of those huge garden bags with leaves and 
hauling them out to the street corner. Once the groceries 
were put away, my mom asked me to help her make 
dinner, and even though I was still clinging onto the 
hope of going out, I chopped up the vegetables and 
such, and then after all that—after a day of torture and 
getting rewarded with a dinner that I had to help 
make—she started a load of laundry and asked me to 
get the towels from the bathroom and empty the waste 
basket.  
 By this point I was so beat that despite the absolute horror of hanging out with my 
mom on a Saturday night, I was kind of happy just to pop in a movie. But then she started 
talking in the middle of it. That’s the next thing I’m going to add to the list I started 
recently: Things I Hate About My Mother. I started it on the first day of school, right 
after my mom and I had a blowout involving the correct position of the toilet seat, and so 
far I’ve come up with the following: 
 

1) My mom starts ragging on me before I even wake up. She’ll yell 
down the hallway, “Mark, get up now!  I’m not telling you 
again...” But then what does she do?  She goes ahead and tells me 
again…and again…. 

2) My mom makes up rules so that it looks like she’s never wrong. 
Once when she scheduled a meeting during my school’s open 
house even after I told her about it, she said, “Mark, it isn’t my 
responsibility to hear you. It’s your responsibility to be heard.” 
Seriously? 

3) My mom thinks that by talking about sex with me I’m going to be 
more open with her, but I’d rather go to school naked with a big 
sign on my back that says, “I’m horny” than talk to her about sex. 

4) My mom goes ape-shit when I forget something...like when I left 
my saxophone on the bus. But when SHE forgets something, if I say 
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even ONE WORD about it, she rips into me and then turns things 
around so that it’s my fault (see number two). Like when she didn’t 
leave a house key for me in the flowerpot and I was stuck outside 
for three hours, she told me that I wouldn’t have been locked out if 
I’d taken the initiative and made a copy of the key in the first 
place! 

5) Sometimes when I’m eating dinner and not saying much, my mom 
will get all annoyed and act like I’ve ruined her whole day. She’ll 
say something like, “Are you mad at me?” And if I answer no, she 
won’t let it go. She’ll say I’m “brooding” and if I have anything to 
say to her I should just come out and say it. So one time I finally 
said, “Fine!  I hate it when you accuse me of being mad at you 
when all I was doing was sitting here and eating.” And then she 
said, “See, I KNEW you were mad at me.” 

6) My mom likes to say the word baloney instead of bullshit. I’ll say 
something she disagrees with and she’ll say, “Oh, baloney.” So 
she’s basically swearing at me. Maybe I can start telling her to 
“funk off” and see how that goes. 
 

 So that’s all I’ve got so far. I figure that by the end of the school year I should 
have well over a hundred entries, but for now I’m just adding one: 
 

7) My mom talks during movies. Actually, she never stops talking at 
all, except when I press pause on the TV remote. 
	  

 “What a busy day,” she said, just at the point in the movie when the detective was 
questioning the freako serial killer. 
 I ignored her. 
 “We sure got a lot accomplished, didn’t we?” 
 “Mmm, hmm.” The freako wasn’t going to confess. You could see it on the 
detective’s face. 
 “Thanks for all your help.” 
 “Sure, Mom,” I said, irritated as hell, and pressed pause on the DVD remote, 
expecting her to keep talking, but of course as soon as I pressed pause she stopped. 
 I could tell by just looking at her that she felt good about her Saturday. She had 
just slaved away the entire day and was happy about it. Me, not so much. 

 Ever since my mom went from being a married parent to a single parent, she 
works Monday through Friday and then runs around on the weekends doing all the things 
she used to do during the week when she stayed at home, and half the time she drags me 
along for the ride. But there’s never this great feeling at the end of the day like, “I’m all 
done.” Instead, it’s more like, “Well, tomorrow it’ll start all over again.” It makes me 
wonder about what life will be when I’m an adult, when I’m working at the same job 
everyday with no summers off, and…Well, if all I’ve got to look forward to on the 
weekends is yard work and laundry, then shoot me now. 
 After the movie was over (the freako didn’t confess, but he DID slip into a meat 
grinder), my mom asked me to help fold the last load of laundry, which wasn’t a smart 
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thing to ask me to do because I suck at it. Also, I was tired. Also, it was Saturday night. 
Also, I’d just busted my butt all fricking day. I stomped off and carried the laundry to the 
kitchen table and folded while my mom—get this—busily scrubbed down the counters 
she’d busily scrubbed the day before. I just couldn’t take it anymore. 
 “Why do you keep doing that?” I said. 
 “What?” 
 “Finding little jobs to do. Can’t you give it a rest?” 
 “The counters are dirty.” 
 “Yeah, and tomorrow they’ll be dirty again.” 
 “So?” 
 “So? So you’re still doing work on a Saturday night, and you have me folding 
laundry when I could be out with friends.” 
 “So go call some friends. I’m not forcing you to be here.” 
 “That’s not the point.” 
 “Mark,” she said. “What IS the point?” 
 “That’s the question I’m asking: what is the POINT?” 
 “Of what?!” The little veins on the side of her neck were starting to bulge the way 
they do when she’s annoyed, which I suppose was half my goal in the first place. 
 “Of this,” I said, and gestured to the laundry and the kitchen. “There’s got to be 
more to life than this, doesn’t there?” 
 “More to life than what?” she laughed, as if I’d said something hysterical, but I 
wasn’t laughing. 
 “Than working all week just so you can spend your weekends doing more work.” 
 “Oh, Mark. We do lots of fun things together.” 
 I’m glad my mom’s under a non-drug induced delusion that keeps her functioning 
day to day, but this whole “let’s stay positive” act makes me want to rip my insides out. I 
mean, a trip to the beach once a year and a couple of ballgames…that’s all I’ve got to 
look forward to. Can you BLAME me for knowing that I’ve got exactly 487 days of high 
school left before I can escape?  My friend Jason is spending his winter break in Hawaii. 
And Johnny spent last summer at camp. And what the heck am I doing?  Laundry on a 
Saturday night. My mom talks about doing exciting things sometimes, like seeing 
London or Paris, but it’s not going to happen. I know what I know, and I know that since 
my dad left, we’re just getting by. 
 “And like it or not,” my mom continued, still scrubbing the counter. “Life is filled 
with mundane things. You might as well figure out a way to enjoy them, or at least not 
complain about them.” 
 “But they take up all your time,” I said, trying to fold a collared shirt for the third 
time. “For three years now, you’ve spent all your days off working. What do you have to 
show for it?” 
 “Mark…I’m raising you, and that’s more important than all the other stuff 
combined. Trust me.” 
 But I wonder about that sometimes. I can imagine an old guy on his deathbed kind 
of regretting his life and wishing he’d done more with it, but then saying, “Well, I raised 
two good kids, so it’s all been worth it.” But then one day HIS children will be on their 
deathbeds wishing they’d done more with their lives, and then they’ll say, “Well, at least 
I raised two good kids…” And on and on, until twenty generations have passed of people 
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who’ve accomplished nothing except having children. 
 That and keeping a clean kitchen. 
  “I can’t wait to get out of here and actually DO something. Make my mark. Do 
something important,” I told her. 
 “You sound like George Bailey,” she said. She was talking about the movie, It’s a 
Wonderful Life, that they always show on TV around Christmastime. It’s about a guy 
who sees what the world would be like if he’d never been born, and in the end he’s happy 
for the friends and family he has, even though he didn’t do any of the things he’d wanted 
to do as a young man. 
 “That’s what I’m talking about,” I said, and then added, “I think George Bailey 
was a loser.” 
 Well, you would have thought I’d just blasphemed Jesus Christ himself because 
my mom went all ballistic and started lecturing in that psycho tone of hers. You better 
learn to look at life differently, mister. Sometimes you act just like your father, blah, blah, 
blah. 
 I walked out of the kitchen. 
 “Come back here and finish folding the laundry.” 
 “Fine!” I stomped back in, piled the laundry back in the basket and carried it with 
me into the family room. 
 And then guess what? A minute later she entered the room with a Swiffer sheet to 
dust the furniture. 
 Does anyone else see the insanity of this behavior? 
 I was ticked off about the father comment, so I just folded shirts and didn’t say a 
word. Sometimes I think about saying something really melodramatic like, “Well, if I 
remind you so much of Dad, maybe I should leave too,” but I never do. 
 The one thing my mom can’t stand is when I look at life cynically like my dad. 
This gets her all angry and spastic, but I personally think a little cynicism isn’t so bad. I 
kind of find it funny. I once paged through a book called 11,002 Things to Be Miserable 
About, and it had things like “stepping on chewing gum” and “nuclear bombs” and other 
funny stuff. And then I found out that this book was actually a parody of another book 
called 14,000 Things to Be Happy About, and I gotta believe that book isn’t funny at all. 
 I mean, which one would YOU rather read? 
 
The next morning I had to wake up early to go to church. My mom insists that I go even 
though she knows I hardly ever pay attention. Pastor Davenport is a nice guy, but he’s 
also ancient, so I can’t exactly take the guy seriously when he talks about issues like peer 
pressure and teen sex. When I was in seventh grade, he substituted once for my sex 
education class at Sunday school, and as if that wasn’t awkward enough, he went into 
excruciating detail about how sexually active he and his wife were back in the day, and 
how they were STILL active. Tell me that’s an image I want hovering over my head 
when I finally (or should I say if?) get a chance to make a move on someone. God knows 
there will be enough issues to worry about without visions of my pastor’s bare ass 
humping his wife. 
 I sat with my mom halfway back in the pews and nodded to the one girl from 
school who attends my church: Kelly, the hot girl from Chemistry class. Seeing Kelly in 
church is kind of funny, because she wears these normal church-going clothes, but at 
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school she wears pants that are so tight they show off the muscles that flex along her 
inner thighs, and…Well, it doesn’t take much of an imagination to figure out the rest. So 
I settled on that image for a while, when suddenly our pastor said, “Will the congregation 
please rise?” 
 And…well, let’s just say I held my prayer book a little lower than usual. 
 During church service I try to pay attention during the pastor’s sermon even if I 
can’t take the guy seriously. I mean, occasionally it’s interesting, but even when I try 
really hard to stay focused I usually end up drifting halfway through. All that talking 
makes me drowsy. Today Pastor Davenport talked about judging other people, and how 
we often do this without knowing all the facts. 
 “We are too quick to shout out in anger to someone who’s cut us off on the 
highway, never to consider what’s led that person to drive so recklessly. We might raise a 
fist in anger, or something worse…” 
 I laughed silently at that suggestion, because the thought of my pastor flipping 
someone off is hilarious. I’d pay good money to see that. 
 “We might even shout out an epithet, demean one of God’s creations as 
something less than human.” 
 What’s an epithet? 
 “But what if this person who cuts you off on the highway…what if he just found 
out that his wife was diagnosed with cancer and he’s racing to meet her at the hospital?” 
 Okay. That would be a good excuse. 
 “Or what if he just learned that in the midst of an economic turndown he needs to 
layoff ten of his workers: workers with families of their own?” 
 That would suck, too. 
 “Or…what about this?  What if he just made a human mistake?” 
 Pastor Davenport paused and scanned over the congregation, milking his 
rhetorical question for all it was worth. He was on a roll. 
 “What then? Are we to make generalizations about this person based on one 
mistake? A mistake we ourselves have undoubtedly made dozens of times?” 
 Then he mentioned the book To Kill a Mockingbird, which I read last year in 
American Literature, and he talked about Mrs. Dubose, the cranky lady who scares the 
kids but who’s better understood once they learn about her morphine addiction. He went 
on and on, and as good as this part of the sermon was, he kept talking and I found myself 
drifting to other things like Kelly and the way her butt moves when she walks and her 
long legs and... 
 
“So what did you think about the sermon?” my mom asked on the way home as I 
anticipated our after-church lunch tradition of deli meat and rolls. 
 “It was good.” 
 “Yes, but what do you think about it?” 
 I tapped my fingers on my knee so that she would know I was coming up with an 
answer, otherwise she’d snap and blurt out something like “Mark, are you listening to me 
at all?” the way she does all the time when I just need a second to respond. 
 That’s next on my list of things I hate about my mother: 
 

8) My mom expects immediate responses to her questions and 
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comments, as if they’re the most pressing issues on the planet. 
	  

 I finally said, “Okay. So we judge people too quickly, and we can imagine times 
when someone actually has a good excuse to cut you off on the road.” 
 “Or be rude to you in a store, or…Pastor Davenport gave several examples,” she 
added. 
 Yeah, but I hadn’t actually heard those examples, because I was imagining Kelly 
making a move on me. 
 “Right,” I said. “Someone does us wrong, and sometimes that person has a 
reason. But what about all the jerks who are just jerks? What about them? Like the guy 
on a plane who puts his seat all the way back without thinking about the person behind 
him? And I bet you that nine out of ten people who cut you off on the highway are first-
class assholes.” 
 “Mark!” 
 “Sorry—first-class jerks. Maybe ten percent have a reason, and on any other day 
they’d be courteous and respectful, but…You always complain about cashiers at the post 
office and Wal-Mart who don’t say hello, don’t say thank you, don’t…” 
 “Mark, that’s an exaggeration. I don’t always do anything.” 
 That’s my mom’s favorite way to change an argument—use my words against 
me. I think if an alien were to come down to Planet Earth and observe my mom and me 
for a day, he’d conclude that while we spend a lot of time talking to each other, we don’t 
spend a moment actually LISTENING. 
 “Fine, Mom. My point is that there are jerks in this world. Remember Donny 
from down the block who always...” I caught myself. “I mean…who sometimes pushed 
me on the bus and called me gay? He said, ‘Mark Newman is looking for a New Man 
because he sucked the last guy dry.’” 
 “He said what?!” 
 “I TOLD you about that, Mom. But my point is…” 
 “You never told me…” 
 “Fine! I never told you! I never tell you anything. Okay? My point is that 
sometimes people are just jerks, and that’s that. You’re right to say the cashier at Wal-
Mart is a jerk. I’m right to call Donny a jerk. And Pastor Davenport is right to flip off the 
guy who cuts him off on the highway.” 
 And as mad as my mom was getting, I think the same mental image that almost 
caused me to laugh during the sermon must have had the same impact on her, because we 
both started to crack up. And twenty minutes later, as we bit into our ham and Swiss on 
potato rolls, we looked at each other and cracked up all over again. 
 And it’s times like these, when she finally stops playing the parent card—you 
know, “Don’t swear in front of me, don’t do this, don’t do that”—that I look at her and 
think, “Oh, so you ARE human after all.” It’s not always that obvious. 
 I finally got out of the house that afternoon and went to the Game Exchange with 
Johnny and when I got back my mom was still in a good mood. I went to my bedroom 
and added another entry: 
 

9) Once in a while my mom does or says something that makes me 
feel bad for keeping this list. 
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And I REALLY hate that about her. 
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~ Like Her ~ 
Natalia Jaster 

 
~ So begins the story of a girl and her discontent. ~ 
 
My mother catches me in the bathroom drawing plastic surgery lines on my bosom 
and nose. She opens the wood-paneled door, which is even glossier under the bright 
globes of light above the vanity mirror.  

“Del, I can’t find that lash extender. Have you—” She stops when she sees the 
black ink. 

What am I to do? 
I set the pen down on the cream-tiled counter, beside tubes of lipstick and jars of 

moisturizer with foreign names. “I-I forgot to lock the door.” 
She leans against the doorframe as if she needs it to anchor her. “Oh Del, what 

you heard wasn’t true.” 
Yesterday, I’d been passing by the kitchen when I heard my grandmother through 

the speakerphone complaining to my mother about my looks. She’d said now that I was 
sixteen and done with puberty, it was clear I wasn’t going to break many hearts. A shame 
about my large nose and bosomless bosom. 

When I look in the mirror I’m reminded of my father, who I know only from 
pictures. His features didn’t transfer to me in the proper way, I don’t carry them 
beautifully. The nose worked on him but not me. 

My mother and I are nothing alike. Her name, Angelica, is like an actress’s name, 
lovely and slender. My name, Delia, is heavy like the lower region of my body. My 
mother has a heart-shaped face and an hourglass figure and actual breasts, while mine 
merely dangle off my chest like baby pine cones. 

In the bathroom, my mother takes the pen and studies it. 
“It isn’t permanent,” I say. “I promise.” 
“Actually, it is.” 
My mouth falls open. “What? How can that be?” 
My mind jumps ahead to Monday. High school has been more forgiving than 

junior high—in eighth grade they used to call me Deli—but with these marks, I will 
never be able to set foot in a class again. 

My mother bursts into laughter, and it’s like confetti raining down on us. I 
unleash a few giggles—my notorious gullibility. 

I stop when she pulls off her shirt and unhooks her bra, uncaps the pen and begins 
sketching lines over her 34Cs. Lines that are supposed to make them shrink. 

She models in front of the mirror, subjecting herself to the ever judgmental 60-
watt bulbs that refuse to hide anything. “What do you think?” 

I think I don’t want her to ever change. I think what I’ve always thought—that my 
hips are two bean sacks, my nose is a peppermill, my eyes small as marbles. But I’m 
surrounded by beauty. I am spoiled. 
 
~ Alas, nature never had a chance. ~ 

The roses die the next morning. The petals had been flawless, fanning around the 
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buds like eyelashes, but they’d started drooping the day before. Standing in the kitchen, 
surrounded by chrome fixtures, I wallow for them. 

But then I remember how much loveliness I encounter each day. Everyone in L.A. 
is stunning. The glossy-tressed waitresses. Girls trying on jeans and frowning prettily at 
themselves in dressing room mirrors, wheeling their hips from right to left to devour each 
angle. The ones who prance through my school, grouped in a social circle of ideal weight 
and high hemlines and lip gloss—roses in the flesh. Even the girls who have 
imperfections (crooked teeth, for instance) have other traits to atone for them. A vivid 
complexion, high cheekbones, size six feet. And oh, the ultimate staple. The beauty mark. 

I toss the roses in the trash, annoyed that my mother and I both forgot to water 
them. 

She pops into the living room, her linen robe (the fabric color is called Blush) 
flapping like a cape. 

“The flowers died,” I say. 
Pulling out a plain yogurt, my mother whips around to face me while ripping open 

the top. Her face glows in the sunlight coming through the window. “What flowers?” 
“The roses. We forgot to water them. How striking they were,” I mumble. 
My mother downs the entire yogurt before she speaks, something she can do 

without looking atrocious. “Well, they lasted a week.” She disappears around the corner 
to get the Sunday paper. 

Parking myself on the barstool, I grab the remote and turn on the TV, though I 
can’t be too leisurely today. I have work later. My side job is at the silent movie theatre, 
one of the few left of its kind. Beauty is my constant companion there, too. The actresses 
in the films are stunning and the men always love them. 

Like my father loved my mother. They met when she was nineteen. I was a year 
old when he, an unsuspecting pedestrian, was hit by a car. My mother misses him, and I 
don’t make things easy by having his face. 

When she gets back, she holds up a doorknob ad. “Look, a new health fruit drink. 
It’s supposed to induce hydration, promote wellness, and fight cravings.” 

“I’ve heard water can do the same thing.” 
My mother tosses the ad into the trash. (I get a glimpse of the dead roses as she 

does.) She gives me a kiss on the forehead, which I return. 
“About the bathroom thing…” I begin. 
She retreats to the cabinets and pulls out plates for breakfast. 
“Did you have any trouble getting the marker off?” I ask. 
She opens the refrigerator and the contents (root beer bottles, unopened 

blackberry jam, mustard) rattle like loose teeth. “Did you?” 
“Not at all,” I lie. I’d cleaned the marks off my face, but the truth is I’ve gotten 

used to the ones on my chest, so I haven’t even tried removing them. And I’m not 
planning to. 

 
~ She dreams of being different. She waits for something to change. ~ 

Needles don’t scare me. When women get Botox, the needle is pushed into the 
face, and it hurts, but it doesn’t seem so bad. I wonder if needles are also involved in the 
breast enhancement/nose job/thigh reduction process. 

In my room, where headshots from magazines wallpaper the ceiling—something 
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to look up to—I spend the rest of the morning examining my artistry in the full-length 
mirror in my closet. I imagine my body changing, a few scars appearing. Scars that I’d 
have to rub each night with some sort of salve. 

 
~ So suddenly, a girl has Delia’s admiration and has it fast. ~ 

When I get to work, for once I don’t hear loud-mouthed Vivianne, who works the 
concession stand, cursing at the soda machine for breaking down on her. Instead, as I step 
into the theatre, a lithe figure radiates light from the spot where Vivianne is supposed to 
be. She’s adjusting her work cap and staring at the hot dogs. Even though she has as 
many curves as a punching bag, she rests her hand on her waist and thrusts out her hip. 

I want to introduce myself, but I’m already ten minutes late. I rush to the 
projection room, a petite black box where the projector sits on a table, in the center of the 
space, like a mechanical heart fashioned from all these dancing mechanisms. The feed 
spools clutch the film and then free it again, emitting a cyclical ticking sound that will 
rock you to beauty sleep if you’re not careful. 

The theatre is pint-sized and old-fashioned. The lobby smells like Then and Now, 
like popcorn and perfume. The screen is on a tiny stage where a blue velvet curtain parts 
when the movies begin. Wall sconces glow between pictures of classic stars. Douglas 
Fairbanks is all teeth and trimmed mustache. Chaplin is adorable. Angelic Mary 
Pickford’s hair is a waterfall of curls. 

Our organist/piano player, seventy-five year-old Goodie Gertrude, provides 
musical accompaniment to the films. She’s the sweetest thing, always asking me if I have 
a boyfriend and complimenting my shoulders, which I don’t understand but thank her for. 

I start the movie on time, Goodie’s fingers move over the piano keys, the curtain 
opens. As I take off my sandals, my mind wanders to the concession counter. I wonder if 
Vivianne was fired for finally saying one-too-many “No-No words” (Goodie’s term) in 
front of the customers and the new girl replaced her. 

Dust particles jump inside the beam of light from the projector to the screen. On 
the screen, Clara Bow is a goddess with big eyes. 

I think of the new girl, of her hips and waist. Before I know it, I’m jutting out the 
sides of my butt in the winking glint of the room, trying to get the right pose. 

“Excuse me.” 
I’m caught. Standing in the doorway, the new girl watches me with a strangled 

expression, as if seeing me arch my figure from one end of the room to the other like a 
tug boat trying to find its way through heavy waters has made her seasick. 

What she must think. 
“Oh, yes, hi. I was—can I help you?” 
“Where’s Keith? I’m supposed to go on break and I gotta use the bathroom. Like, 

right now.” 
Keith, the manager, usually disappears to the roof during a movie to stare at the 

stars and dream of becoming an astrologist. It’s always better not to interrupt him unless 
there’s a crisis. 

“I can watch Concessions for you,” I say. 
She whirls back toward the hallway. “If it’s not any trouble...” 
It’s not any trouble. 
Until fifteen minutes passes. I leave the register and knock on the restroom door.  
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“In a minute!” 
The scratch of her voice, as though she’s having trouble in there, reminds me of 

the way she’d looked at the hot dogs. I wonder if she’s throwing up, so I lean in closer. I 
don’t hear anything, but I stay by the door anyway, making the excuse that she might 
pass out and need me to rescue her. 

I remember my mother walking in on me the night before. 
When the girl opens the door, she holds out her hand. “I’m Phoebe.” 
I take it automatically. “Delia.” 
Up close, I discover she’s around my age. Like all pretty girls, her special features 

overshadow imperfections. Champagne-colored hair loops down her shoulders. Her nose 
is round and pert like something you could pluck from a garden and put in a vase. A nose 
made to smell the roses. 

“Were you throwing up in there?” I ask, then instantly feel beastly. 
Phoebe squints and walks away. “Thanks for watching the stand.” 
I follow her. 
At Concessions, which is wedged into a small corner of the lobby, the vintage 

popcorn machine is working its magic. A waterfall of yellow rises from the kettle and 
spills over the side. Phoebe grabs a rag and wipes a stain on the counter. The glass 
protects waxy-packaged chocolate bars that look deviously enticing, like jewelry. 

“Are you always like that?” she asks.  
“Like what?” 
“Like, blunt.” 
“No,” I say. 
“You won’t tell anyone, will you?” 
“About puking?” 
She gives me that boy-are-you-messed-up look again. “I wasn’t puking, okay. I 

just felt like I might.” 
“Oh.” 
“I have a sensitive stomach. I can’t handle hot dogs.” 
“Oh.” 
“But I was, like, so starving. But candy makes me break out.” 
“Oh?” 
“Please don’t tell Keith. I don’t wanna get fired on, like, my first day. This place 

is so cute. I didn’t even know it was here.” 
“Oh?” 
“Keith was so strict about me leaving Concessions without getting someone to 

stand in for me, even just to go pee. Who knows how he reacts to taking food. ” 
Actually, Keith does it all the time. 
“Too bad for me, really. I read that hot dogs are a pleasure food, and pleasure 

foods send pleasure signals to the brain, and pleasure signals to the brain make you 
healthier, and health brightens your complexion.” 

“Oh?” 
“You won’t tell?” 
“I assure you, I won’t tell.” 
She chuckles. “I guess if you assure me...” she drags the word out. “We’re cool.” 

She fills a small container of popcorn and hands it to me like she owns the place. While 
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she works, I chew and imagine what her bathroom looks like. 
“I didn’t mean to stick my nose in your business,” I say. 
This doesn’t seem to matter to her. “I like blunt people. Don’t lose it.” 
“I couldn’t help it anyway. It just happens.” 
“Things don’t just happen.” Phoebe smiles. “You’ve got fabulous lobes.” 
I swallow the popcorn and blink at her. 
“You should wear earrings, show them off. They’re so tiny.” 
I feel my ears as if I’d forgotten I had them, then wave her off. “That’s talking 

nonsense,” I say, though, in that moment, finding my voice takes effort. 
“What? Seriously, you should be grateful. I wish I had ears like that,” she says. 
But there is nothing wrong with her ears. 
“I’d totally change them if I could,” she says offhandedly. 
What to make of this. So many girls at school, who don’t deserve to complain, 

complain. Beauty is never satisfied with itself, which is so tragic I could weep. Yet I’m 
drawn in wondering what it would be like for us, opposite ends of the aesthetic universe, 
to relate to each other. 

Blunt. Don’t lose it. 
“Are you afraid of needles?” 
She frowns—it is a strange question I can’t believe I’ve asked—but doesn’t 

flinch. She shakes her head. 
I beam. “Neither am I.” 

 
~ Their friendship erupts, fast and unexpected and fierce. ~  

I still don’t understand why Phoebe can’t grasp her own stunningness, I delight 
that we find a middle ground appreciating beauty. We don’t go to the same school, so we 
talk at the theatre and hang out at each other’s houses, flipping through magazines. We 
spend Sunday mornings at flea markets, sifting through dresses with Peter Pan collars 
that possess the same vintage smell of aged books, the garments petal soft and classic. 

As the sun beats down on the pavement and women weave around us to scope out 
brooches, Phoebe urges me to buy a pair of garnet stud earrings. “These would look 
superb on you.” 

“Oh, if only that were true,” I confide. 
“It is,” she insists. 
“To love and to loathe,” I mutter as she lifts the studs to my ears. 
Phoebe is the most opinionated girl in the world. She talks a lot about skin tone 

and silhouette and proportion as if she’s trying to lecture me. 
“You look pale today.” 
“I don’t like that neckline on you. It makes your neck look even shorter, Delia.” 
“This is what happens when you never let me see your closet.” 
At work, she likes to sneak into the projection room. When she does, she watches 

me clean up and organize, open boxes and restock the supply closet, write up lists of 
items we’re running low on, check the film reels for damages. Or, if I’m done with the 
random things Keith has me do, we’ll sit on the stools and watch the films quivering on 
the screen, flashing dark and light at us, shaky as if the story, the characters and their 
mutely moving lips, are all going to collapse. We comment on the physical traits of the 
actresses.  
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“I can do Greta Garbo. Watch this,” I say, then flutter my lids. 
“Louise Brooks totally has that feline thing going on.” 
“Feline splendor.” 
“Yeah, that.” 
To the sounds of Goodie playing, the skip of the piano keys, the sob of the organ, 

the women in the films swoon, their eyes pop wide open, they clutch their hearts. It 
makes Phoebe chuckle. 

Not me. 
One night, as Lillian Gish’s lips purse into a black heart, I lean my head on 

Phoebe’s shoulder and sigh. “To be her...”  
Amused, she remarks, “You speak as drama-queenly as in the movies.” 
But they don’t speak in silent films. 
We watch until Phoebe has to fly back down to the counter. I don’t know how she 

does it, but she can tell when a customer is waiting to buy refreshments. 
One particularly slow weeknight, Keith invites us to sit on the roof (“But only for 

five minutes.”) and watch the stars with him. It’s a rare opportunity that, I know, has 
more to do with Phoebe than me. We recline on low plastic chairs at the edge of the two-
story building, eye level with the heads of palm trees. Phoebe laughs at Keith’s jokes, and 
he looks at her the same way I do, like she’s a pearl. I gaze at the street below, the neon 
lights of the theatre buzzing off the concrete, decorating the sorry gray surface with lines 
of blue, like eye shadow. 
 
~ And then the mood shifts between the two friends. ~ 

At the stucco entrance of the doctor’s office, Phoebe halts, staring at the plaque 
that reads in elegant teal script, Dr. Cho. Cosmetic Enhancement.  

“Okay. What are we doing here?” she asks, drawing out her words. 
“I made an appointment,” I beam. “For a consultation.” 
“Hold on. You what?” 
I blink. 
“You did what?” 
I didn’t expect the real thing to scare her so much. “Don’t yell at me, Phoebe,” I 

plead, then tell her about the pen marks. “I want it to be real, you see? I’ve saved my 
allowance for years. I can fix myself, at last.” 

In my mind, I can feel the needle sucking up the extra flab in my face. Eventually 
nothing about me will resemble my father, and although my mother will be sad to see 
he’s left my face, she’ll also be relieved. I won’t hurt her anymore. 

Phoebe looks at me like I’ve just told her I want to inject myself with snake 
venom. She’s quiet as she follows me into the office. Medical degrees and close-up 
photographs of roses decorate the walls. Vacuum marks stretch across the carpet and a 
sweet apple scent wafts through the room, though the Granny Smiths on the coffee table 
are fake. As I’m filling out the forms, I sense an inner debate in my friend’s head, 
growing roots and leaves, needing light. She’s biting her nails, chipping away at 
them...and also my confidence.  

After I give the receptionist with the freckled nose back the clipboard, Phoebe 
whirls in her chair. “Don’t do this, Delia. This is stupid.” 

My hand flies to my chest. “What are you saying? That I’m stupid?” 
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“My parents once knew this guy, okay? He spent all his money on a nose job, 
then afterward his own dog bit it off.” 

“What does that mean?” I demand. 
Phoebe stabs my shoulder with her finger and hisses, “It means don’t fuck with 

what nature gave you.” 
What to say. What to think. 
“You told me you’d change things about yourself, too,” I argued. 
“Sure everybody has something they’re not happy about, but you wanna know 

how to be pretty? Wear the right colors. Hell, wear the right necklines. You wanna 
enhance your stuff? Buy a push-up bra. You wanna feel better about yourself? Stop 
eating all that cheesecake. Don’t go chopping off your nose or stuffing your chest. It’s 
dangerous. You can get blood clots and crap. I can’t believe you’d be this shallow.” 

I try to respond, but my mouth won’t open. I’m suddenly furious at my father, my 
grandmother, my mother, Phoebe, myself. 

A man in a white coat approaches holding my clipboard. He smiles at us, but the 
smile is disfigured somehow. He’s not about to make me happy. 

“Delia? I’m Dr. Cho. Um, alright, I see you’re not eighteen yet?” 
He recites a monologue about parental permission, then hands us brochures to 

take home. Phoebe dumps hers into her bag. She’s smug, like she knew this would 
happen. It occurs to me for the first time. Me, Delia, a girl who doesn’t have much of a 
social life, who actually enjoys watching the silent movies at work, who basks in them 
even. 

Why did Phoebe choose to be friends with me? 
I stop her outside the office door. “Why do you hang out with me?” I shout. “Is it 

only to make you feel...prettier...by comparison? Am I that kind of friend? Say it isn’t so, 
Phoebe.” 

I didn’t think it was possible, but Phoebe makes an ugly face. “Oh come on. Don’t 
be dramatic. You’re just a girl with a confidence disorder and screwed up wishes and a 
mom who doesn’t tell you the truth.” 

It isn’t until I see Phoebe’s cheek twisted at a crippled angle that I realize I’ve 
slapped her. She clutches her skin and I clutch my hand. It looks like she’s blushing, so I 
can’t tell if I did it to stop her from talking, or to stop her from looking so ugly.  
 
~ Gasp! ~ 

My mother marches into the living room looking thermal while snapping her 
phone shut. Her voice detonates into the space between us. “You went to see a surgeon?” 

How does she know? Did Phoebe tell her because she was mad about the slap? 
But no, that’s not it. My mother tells me Phoebe’s mother found the brochure lying on 
Phoebe’s bed and eventually got to the truth. Did her parents think I was a bad influence 
now? Did her parents think anyone could actually influence Phoebe? 

“I—” 
“Delia—why?” 
“I—” 
“What were you thinking?” 
“I was going to tell you.” 
Her face is covered in lines and wrinkles, and it scares me. Maybe Phoebe’s right 
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about trying to change myself. I’ll just end up punished in some other way, by the risks or 
something else, something as unexpected as a dog bite. I slapped my own friend. Maybe I 
deserve to look the way I do. 

“Mom...stop coming into my bathroom without knocking. I don’t want you to.” 
My mother’s brows dive inward toward a vanishing point. 
“I didn’t want you to see it. I wanted you to leave me alone, but you didn’t, you 

started drawing on yourself. I don’t want you imitating me to make me feel better. We’re 
not the same and we never have been.” 

I run upstairs to my room. When I’m sure she’s not going to follow me, I stand in 
front of the mirror. My breasts sink into my chest as if they’re trying to hide. My nose 
points at me like a finger. I can see the film cutting to black, my words up on a screen in 
a trembling white letters: 

“Doc, cut me up. Spare nothing. Do what must be done.” 
“But Delia, I don’t know where to start.” 
“My heart.” 
“What’s wrong with your heart?” 
“It doesn’t beat right. Take care of that first and save the tush for next time.” 
“Do you think that’s wise, Del?” 
“I do.” 
“Very well. But just don’t make me touch your ears.” 
 Under my bed is a gauze cloth, which I grab and take to the mirror. I pull off my 

shirt and wrap the gauze around my chest like a bandage and imagine it’s been done, and 
that when the bandages are removed, I’ll be a new woman. 

I pull my hair back, soft from the conditioning treatment I gave it last night. 
My ears are small. 

 
~ An accident comes to pass. ~ 

When I get to work, Keith is at Concessions taking orders and serving drinks. 
Approaching the counter, I ask if he needs help, but he waves off my offer and then 
indicates that I should wait. When the customers are gone, he rubs his hands across his 
forehead. “So Phoebe’s out today.” 

Goodie Gertrude is playing her usual Welcome to the 
Show jingle. 

“And she’ll be out tomorrow, too.” 
Keith says he’s waiting for Emilio, who alternates shifts 

with Phoebe, to come in and cover her shift. Then he gives me 
the vague details he got from Phoebe’s parents. She took a 
terrible fall running down the bleachers during P.E. and ripped 
open her cheek. She had to get stitches, but it could have been a 
lot worse. 

“So she’ll be okay?” I ask. 
“Bruised but okay.” 
“Will she scar?” 
Keith gives me a how-should-I-know shrug. 
I’m terrified it’s the cheek I slapped, and what 

happened between us will be there on her face forever, every time she looks in the mirror. 
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Every time I look at her. 
I want to leave the theatre and rush to her house. I want to tell her I’m sorry. I see 

it like it’s rolling off a film reel, her body angling toward the ground, beautiful Phoebe, 
and then limp Phoebe on the floor with tanned classmates in mascot-printed cotton shorts 
trembling around her, clutching their foreheads, mouths flapping though no one can hear 
them. 

 
~Mother and daughter find solace.~ 
My mother is on the couch, curled up on chenille pillows and flipping through a photo 
album when I get home. I tiptoe past the doorway, but she calls out for me, so I peek into 
the living room. 

“Are you busy?” she asks. 
“Never,” I say. 
I sit next to her as she looks at the pictures: my father in front of a dental office 

before the infamous root canal, smiling over his shoulder at the camera as he pours a 
bottle of wine in the kitchen, kissing my mother on the cheek, reading a book with 
glasses resting on his nose. I know all these images. But something I’ve never noticed 
before is that his shoulders are too broad to resemble mine. I realize that I have my 
mother’s shoulders. 

“He could talk you into anything,” my mother recalls with a smile. “Climbing 
trees, laughing the whole week you have the shingles. How was work?” 

“Quiet.” 
I think of my friend, hoping she’s feeling better. 
I’d called and then texted her. 
Forgive me? 
Please be okay. 
Let me know if you want me to come over. 
In any order. 
But she hasn’t answered. 
I should have listened better when she complimented my ears, or at least said 

thank you. I don’t even remember if I’ve told her anything about my mother, that she 
misses my father. That I miss him, too. I will tell her next time. 

If I go to Phoebe’s house: I might walk into her room and find her curled up in a 
new-smelling blanket. I’ll hover in the hallway until she says, “Get in here.” I’ll say I’m 
sorry and she’ll say, “I knew you would be.” She’ll watch me pour water in a vase for the 
roses I’ve brought. 

If I see her next at work: The same dialogue will apply, but we’ll say them at the 
counter, where we’ll share a bowl of popcorn. Our hands will mingle, searching for 
kernels. Our fingers will get greasy from the butter. 

“Phoebe’s mother called to let you know she’ll be okay,” my mother says, tucking 
a piece of hair behind my ear. 

I nod, thinking maybe I’d started it. Maybe Phoebe had been so angry with me the 
rest of the week that I’d caused her not to concentrate in P.E. But even if it wasn’t my 
fault, that doesn’t mean she’s expecting me. Maybe she’s not thinking of a visit from me. 
Maybe she’s just lying in her room wondering what’s for dinner. 

“I’m sorry about the pen marks,” my mother says. “I was stupid. I’m your mother. 



 
103 

  

I thought...I didn’t realize…” 
“It’s alright.” 
“No, it’s not. I should have shaken some sense into you. I didn’t want you to think 

anyone’s perfect. I suppose I didn’t want you to feel alone. I know you’ve never been 
happy about yourself, but Delia...you see beauty everywhere except where it’s most 
important. You.” 

One summer when I was seven, we went on a trip to a lake, and I spent hours 
sitting at the edge of the water watching tiny fish swarm around my feet, poking at the 
skin with their sucker lips. Every so often I would twitch my foot and make them scatter. 
I was fascinated that they kept coming back for more. I thought at the time that it was 
because I tasted good. And that was probably it, but it’s funny that I never considered it 
might be because my feet looked good to them, a pretty place to explore. 

I want to be like my mother for the way she loves me, not the way she looks. 
I want to be a reminder of the way my father loved her, not a reminder that he’s 

gone. 
Mom rests her palm on my thigh. “You look so much like him.” 
Her words, filled with pride, would’ve knocked me off the sofa if there wasn’t so 

much weight holding me down. I move closer to her and wait for her to turn the page. 
 
~ The End. ~ 

Film is so light and delicate, like if you crush it in your hand and then straighten it 
out, you might see the women in the movie differently. They might look older, world 
weary, not so glamorous in the face of catastrophes or episodes of grief or quick 
getaways or grand declarations. They might look like they’d lived a long hard life before 
the story begins. They might look scarred. 

I’m peeking at the old rolls of film we keep in the projection room. It could be so 
easy to bend one of the strips and distort the scene, the characters, possibly forever. But I 
would never do such a thing. The women may seem perfect, but their characters aren’t 
always so. They’re not even always nice. 

Beyond the window, the curtain opens, the tunnel of light from the film cuts 
across the theatre and hits the screen. I get settled on the stool, but the buzz of my phone 
startles me. I’ve stopped texting Phoebe, stopped checking if she wants me to come over. 
A few days ago I simply did it, left her roses on her family’s porch. I didn’t knock. I 
didn’t want to upset her. 

The text asks, Do you want popcorn? 
What to make of this. 
I touch the garnet studs Phoebe and I bought at the flea market—they glimmer 

when I turn in different directions. I touch them like they will tell me how to answer, then 
I rush to the door and pull it open, and I see many things at once. The small container, a 
hand dropping a phone into a jacket pocket, the loop of dark thread buried into a cheek. 
The way the thread moves with her face, how it shifts when she sees my earrings, how 
those stitches curve like the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen. 
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Waiting for Alice 

Mima Tipper 
 

The knocking comes from far away, nudging you to a blind edge. Step off. 
Do it. You fall into dark—tumbling, cart-wheeling, head over heels over head—and the 
blackness is thick and velvet. You want it to swallow you. Swallow you so there is no 
sound. No light, no shape, no smell. Nothing. That would be better, no…easier. 

The knocking again. Coming closer, pulling; pulling at the darkness until it 
shreds. 

Your eyes open to shadows, all blue and gray, giving way to yellow walls, a 
wooden door, a small table with a lamp on it. Your room. Everything in you collapses, 
tired, like you haven’t just been asleep.   

And the knocking goes on and on. Sharp knuckles tap-tapping on your bedroom 
door. 

“Ali-girl?”   
You remember when you used to answer, “What Jeanie-Mom?” How that stupid 

name made both of you laugh. Now it’s just another bit of empty in your head.   
“Alice?”   
Stop. Why won’t she stop?   
She rattles the door handle. “Sweetie? Stacey’s on the phone.”  
The air is heavy with her waiting. It reaches you through the door, thick as the 

dream dark, pushing and pulling. You don’t answer, instead tugging the quilt up around 
your ears and tucking Mr. Kitty under your chin.   

 “I think she’s asleep, Stacey.” Jeanie-Mom’s disbelieving chuckle is whispering 
dust. “Yes, I know. She’s been doing that a lot lately. Freshman year must be exhausting. 
Let me get her up.”   

More laughter, louder now, mixed with scrabbling sounds. Jeanie-Mom looks for 
the bent paper clip she’s been using to unlock your door, but—ha—you’ve chucked it. 
She moves off down the hall, still talking to Stacey. “Sounds like you two have a serious 
plan for tonight.”     

The plan. The dance. Stacey has it all fixed. You’ll get ready at her house, and 
then her mom will drive you both to the dance.   

You’re supposed to be at Stacey’s right now—were supposed to be there an hour 
ago. But you’re not. After school, you told her you had stuff to do. She stared at you for a 
second. Then she gave you that rolling-eyes-whatever look and said she’d see you in a 
little while. “Yeah,” you said. “Right.”  

It’s not right, and you didn’t need to do any stuff. Nope, before you crawled under 
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your quilt, you sat in bed doodling in a sketchbook with a turquoise marker. Stacey gave 
them to you at the end of summer vacation. “So we’ll remember everything,” she said, 
showing you her own sketchbook, the cover already swirled with hot pink marker. 
“Everything about freshman year.”     

Freshman year? A blur. Except for that first day.   
Stacey asked you to wait for her out in front of the high school. And you did. 

Waited on the steps, sun burning down, and a thousand faces swarming by. Waited while 
the blue metal doors pushed open, shushed closed, pushed open, shushed closed. Waited 
while bodies, bodies, bodies went in, sucked away from hot and bright into cool and dark. 
Waited for your best friend Stacey. Then—  

“Ali?” It was Stacey, but not any Stacey you knew. Now her long, dark hair 
curled over doll-sized clothes, and her bare legs were already striding by on thick, cork-
soled platform sandals. Surprise jumped in your head, growing and growing into 
something bothery and hot and staring.  

 Stacey kept talking. “Wake up, Ali. Anybody home? Let’s go.” She was with a 
boy you didn’t recognize, walking with him, squeezing his arm.   

“Jeez, Stace,” he said, taking every bit of her in. “Quit freakin’ balls.”   
Stacey laughed up at him, then looked back at you, big glossy pouty-pout mouth 

over her shoulder. “Ali!” She was a magnet, pulling and pulling. “Come on! We are so 
late.”  

Late. The way Stacey said it that day beats in your head as you pick up the 
sketchbook now, look at the doodles. Eyes, big and small and more. You scribble 
turquoise ink over them, and when they’re covered, you let out a breath as if you’d been 
holding it.       

Jeanie-Mom is back. You know this because a metallic sound pokes at the door 
handle. The marker and sketchbook get shoved under the mattress just as the button 
clicks. Jeanie-Mom-Houdini’s unlocked the door.  

“Sweetie?” She pokes in, puts a hand on your shoulder, strokes. “That was 
Stacey.”   

Maybe now’s the time to talk to her about Stacey. Ask her if she’s ever had that 
fast-slow feeling. The one where everything—clouds, trees, people, cars—moves super 
fast, but you can’t seem to move at all. Except for the eye. That mushroom-eye that 
sprouted after you saw Stacey that first day of school, and—blink—now watches every 
stupid thing you do.   

You roll on your back, the words ready, and there’s Jeanie-Mom, giving you that 
batting-lashes-too-happy look.   

“You guys are going to the dance, right? Because…” She’s off about how glad 
she is that you and Stacey have plans. Woo-hoo! Your first high school dance.   

 “Okay, already,” you say, wishing she would quit talking, quit touching you. “I 
got it. Stacey called. Can you go now?”   

“Sure.” Her forehead wrinkles. She wants to ask you what’s wrong. The question 
flashes off her, sun on a mirror. She shakes the frown, the question, off. “You just get 
ready. Plenty of time.”  

Her bright determined smile hurts your eyes as she closes the door.   
You’d decided to skip Stacey, skip the dance. But Jeanie-Mom’s face; full of 

happy and hopeful. It’s like she’s counting on you. You get up, because now you’re 



 
106 

  

going. To Stacey’s. To the dance. The whole deal. 
 
 
You’ve been in Stacey’s room thousands of times, but tonight it feels like a little 

girl’s fantasy gone bad. A strawberry shampoo tang fills the air, and clothes and shoes 
litter the bed, the floor. You pick your way to Stacey’s dressing table and sit on the pink 
and white cupcake of a stool.   

Stacey comes over carrying a short purple dress. “This would look amazing on 
you,” she says, dumping it in your lap. 

You finger the dress, soft and stretchy, and the words come out before you know 
you’re going to say them. “I don’t know, Stace. This dress isn’t really—” 

“Isn’t really what?” Her eyes stab as they look you up and down, then go liquid, 
coaxing. “Come on. You weren’t going to go in just jeans?” 

You hold the dress up like you’re taking a closer look. Anything to block out the 
shadow of confusion on Stacey’s face. You can’t block out the eyeball—blink—it sees 
how unbelievably weird you are. Why won’t it go away? Leave you alone so that you can 
go back to the place where there wasn’t all this thinking.   

Stacey prances to the bed, weeding through clothes like a demented gardener. “I 
have no idea what I’m going to wear,” she says with a fake moan. “Help.” 

The purple dress drops out of your hands. You join Stacey, running your fingers 
over the zoo of clothes on the bed. You and Stacey used to jump on this bed, screaming 
songs into hairbrush microphones while music blasted from the radio. Small eyes and lips 
made big with red, red lipstick and dark mascara. Blush stamped onto your cheeks in hot 
pink circles. Grown-up party dresses sliding off your shoulders, and long hair, made from 
pillowcases, flying up and down, up and down. Jumping and singing and jumping.    

“I’m thinking…this,” says Stacey, holding up a short jean skirt in one hand, “And 
this.” She fishes out a tiny tube of red, crinkly fabric.   

These are not questions. You raise your eyebrows and nod in case she looks your 
way. She doesn’t, just yanks up her tank top. Her movements are quick, almost violent. 
You can’t help but watch her strip. Her body is everywhere at once, arms stretching, back 
arching, leaning this way, that way, over. Then she stands next to you wearing the kind of 
underwear that years ago had both of you sneaking into her mom’s room for a peek. 
Stacey would paw through the bureau drawer, holding up the laciest bras, the wispiest 
panties. Just the sight of them would send both of you into giggles so furious you’d be 
rolling on the floor.  

Now, in nothing but a black bra and string bikini, Stacey stands with hands on her 
hips like some kind of superhero underwear model. Blink—what is with you? You spin 
away to where the purple dress lies like a deflated balloon, whip off your clothes and tug 
it over your head. Too tight and too short. You stop plucking at the hem when Stacey 
comes over. She walks a little half circle. 

 “Can’t wear this with that dress,” she says, flicking her fingers under the back of 
your bra. Her touch, an unexpected shock, makes you jerk away. “Jeez, Ali,” Stacey says 
with a giggle, “Stressed much?”     

You try to laugh, too, fumbling with the dress, the bra. Stacey is beside you again, 
pulling the elastic off of your ponytail. You want to say “Don’t,” but her hands move 
through your hair, combing it, fluffing it out as if it’s hers. Your mouth never even opens.   
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“Let me do your makeup,” she says.      
Sitting on the cupcake, you lift your face to Stacey.   
 “Tonight,” she says, brushing softly at your eyelids. “I want to really kiss 

someone.” 
 Your eyes open and her face is there, so close that your breaths mix, and you 

have to lean back. Have to. Really, really quick. 
“W-who?” you say, because you have to say something to break up whatever it is 

that’s suddenly there—invisible, but there—between you.       
“You looked funny for a sec.” Stacey’s face is a question. “Are you, like okay?”   
“Yeah.” You shake your head as if shaking off a chill. She gazes at you for a beat, 

then fills a round sponge with peach-colored blush. You wrap your arms tight over your 
chest, too grateful that whatever that thing was, Stacey didn’t feel it. Just you—blink, 
blink goes the eyeball, just hidden, inside just you.   

Still you can’t help asking. “Who do you want to kiss?”  
 “Well,” she draws the word out as she leans toward you again, “I don’t know.” 
How could she not know? “What about Chris Detmer?” The name flies out of 

your mouth, a life rope you are already hanging onto. “Didn’t you kiss him last year?” 
“Thanks for reminding me, but no, I want a real kiss.”   
A real kiss? You shift in your seat, too warm, too uncomfortable. “You told me 

you really did kiss him.”   
“Well, yeah. I did, sort of.” Stacey rolls her eyes, pats on more blush. “Except, I 

don’t think it counts when it’s with a kid you’ve known forever. I mean, I watched him 
pee his pants in first grade. I’m talking about something different. Make your lips soft.”  

You do, and she rubs on cinnamony lip gloss. It feels wet and slippery, making 
you wonder about a “something different” kiss. Images crowd behind your eyes: doll 
faces mashing together, Jeanie-Mom pecking you goodnight, slurpy movie-mouth kisses. 
You’ve kissed exactly one boy: Luke Spaulding in the final scene of the eighth grade 
play. For a second your lips remember the dry, marshmallow press of his.      

“There.” Stacey turns you to the mirror.   
It isn’t you. It’s some other girl. With a bush of reddish-blond hair and huge 

shadowy-brown eyes and big shimmery lips. Not beautiful; not a hag. Nobody you know.        
“Well?” Stacey’s head peeks over your shoulder, as if she waits for a present.   
“Wow.” The words stick. “I—I—” 
“I know,” she says, flicking her hair behind her shoulder. “Too awesome, right?” 
Her eyes get big, ready to whisper a secret. “Wait right here.”   
She dashes out of the room. You don’t move, just breathe in, breathe out. And 

look at the girl in the mirror. Does that girl know something? (The eyeball blinks out 
questions like an asking machine.) Does that girl know what to do?         

Stacey bounces back in, makes a show of closing and locking her door.    
“Here,” she says, pushing a can of soda into your hand. You sip and—bleck!—

almost choke on Stacey’s nasty mix of fizzy grape and alcohol. It tastes the way ammonia 
smells. Stacey laughs, her breathy-donkey laugh, and takes the can, swigging from it 
herself.   

“Come on, Ali.” Her voice insists, and she holds the can out to you again. 
“Loosen up. Everybody does it.”   

The eyeball is hot on your shoulder. You reach for the can, roll your eyes and 
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conjure words that fall off your tongue heavy as rocks. “Quit freakin’ balls, Stace.”   
She smiles, all surprise and delight and your smile is a mirror. You take a longer 

drink, another and another, until nothing watches anymore. Time to go.  
 
 

How right is Stacey?  You are loose, fuzz blanketing your brain, head swaying way 
above your neck. The minute you get to the dance, Stacey grabs Doug Webb, a kid from 
freshman English. She pulls his head down, whispers in his ear. He checks you out, like a 
bike he is considering taking for a ride, smiles. Stacey drifts away, and Doug angles his 
head toward where kids dance. You follow him and then, stepping over an invisible line 
between dancing and not, he begins shuffling and gyrating. The music is loud and the 
light in the gym is thick, washing everything and everyone with a blue and purple glow. 

  Fizzy glow, fizzy purple grape, and your brain lets go: body swaying, turning, 
eyes opening and closing on two worlds. In one, kids dance around, beautiful and 
impossible as shadows. In the other, they have ugly, monster faces; their hands and legs 
flapping, waving; their hips grinding and grinding. You catch Doug’s eye. Beautiful, 
impossible. He smiles. His lips stick to his teeth. Ugly, monster. The sound of your own 
laughter floats as if coming from far away.   

The music shifts, never stopping, and then the driving beat slows, and Doug’s 
hands are on your hips. You let him nudge you closer until your chest rubs his and your 
feet slide around and around. His chin rests against your hair, and the smell of him, like 
pockets opening, comes at you in small tastes. Peppermint, lemons, sweat. 

His lips tickle your ear. “Can you believe we got stuck with Walsh for English? 
I’ve heard he’s a total psycho.” 

You giggle and his arms tighten, his breath brushing against your skin, dark and 
soft and velvet as falling. You feel…nothing. Nothing. Words tumble out of your mouth, 
quick and needy, like somehow they will fill that nothing up. “I’ve heard he just give 
psycho homework.”   

Doug laughs now. His hands slide lower, the tips of his fingers touching the top of 
your butt. And the eyeball snaps open, sharp-edged as a razor. Blink—his hands. How 
hard they are through the thin purple dress. It’s the same skin as on your hips, just a few 
centimeters down and back. Why does it feel different? Cold-cold touching places private 
and secret. Now he presses against you, tight to your belly—growing—and you don’t 
know what to do, can’t even think about it. No more grape fizz. No more floating. You 
are hollow, queasy with wrong.  Just. Wrong.   

You pull back, give him a lipspressedtogether smile. He lets go, but his 
expression—shadowed, half-grinning—asks the question. What’s your problem? You 
turn away like you’re being chased.    

Where is Stacey? Pushing through masses of churning bodies, looking one way, 
the other. You need. To find. Stacey.     

You do. Out in the hall. Tucked into a dark space, she is wrapped around that boy 
from the first day. Their faces mash together joined with suction cup mouths. Stacey’s 
arms twist high and tight around his neck. His hands, sliding over her chest, slip down to 
hike up her skirt a little. Stacey drags her lips free, but her eyes stay closed, her mouth 
open slightly, the tip of her tongue running over her lips like she tastes something sweet. 
Concentration flickers over her face making her eyelids squeeze. Her mouth opens wide 
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and her eyes fly open.   
Blinkblinkblink—photo-flash images, hot and furious, rushing into your head: of 

you, of Stacey, of things that can never happen. Never. You teeter, as if balancing high on 
a tree branch, arms outstretched. You step back and back. Farther and farther and farther. 
Down the dark hall. Into the gym’s pulsing light. Bodiesbodiesbodies dance and move, 
talking and yelling, and the smell of heat and sweat mixed with a million spritzed 
fragrances makes your stomach jump.   

Bleachers rise up, and you climb to the top where it’s quiet, and you are too small 
for anyone to find.   

No one’s looking. Except the eye. You stare into it until the gym, the light, all the 
movement down on the floor fades. Pictures race and race: doll faces, a Jeanie-Mom 
peck, slurpy movie, Luke Spaulding’s lips, soft and pink and dry. Stacey. Jumping and 
singing on her bed, snooping in her mother’s underwear drawer, “Make your lips soft, 
Ali,” “I want a something different kiss, Ali.” Her eyes flying open just now. What did 
she see when that boy touched her?  What? 

When will you see it?   
You’re late. That’s all it has to be. Just a late, late-blooming, late-girl. Even as 

your head chants those words, another word pounds. All about you and Stacey, and what 
can’t be. That stupid eye stares at you now and you stare right back. That stupid, stupid 
eye. You want to punch it, punch it to a jelly pulp. Punchitpunchitpunchit!   

You pound down the bleachers, pound through the people.    
There. Doug’s hunching back stands at the refreshment table. You drag him out 

into the corridor and, blurry fast, push him against the wall and smash your open mouth 
on his. 

Chocolate, crumbs, the clammy taste of his tongue. You pull away, wipe your 
mouth, gag as if you are being choked.   

Doug slouches back. “A brownie,” he says, cracking up, wiping at his own mouth.  
You’ve caught him in the middle of a huge bite.   
The next thing you know, you are in the Girls’ room. You scrub your mouth over 

and over, but it’s as though the taste of him lives there now. Blink—the night, everything 
that’s come before, crowds in, all alive inside you. Makeup drips into your eyes and you 
rub at them, at your cheeks, until all that’s left is your face, pale and shiny and clean.       

Three girls come in. They smile at you in that way that says they don’t know you. 
It’s true. They don’t know you. There’s a whole world out there that doesn’t know you. 
You look beyond them to the door.       

Mom and Stacey—your best friend Stacey—are out there somewhere, waiting on 
the other side.   

The dream dark waits, too. Black and soft and velvet as falling. How much easier 
it would be to go back there, stay there. Blink—what’s it going to be, Ali-girl, Ali, Alice?     

You can’t do it. You can’t stay in that empty, lonely, not-true place.   
But there won’t be any falling or diving or jumping. Just one step, and then 

another.   
Out.     
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