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Dear readers, 
 

Are we conflicted, so we put together an issue on conflict; or did we put 
together an issue on conflict and become conflicted? 

No matter.  All thatõs important is that you savor this issue, our 15th, 
from front to back.  Enjoy the vibrant, thought-provoking photography of 
Michael Filimowicz , while you ponder place, time, man-made vs. natural 

environments, turf wars, and whether color is better than concrete. 
Turn your attention then to the poems, lovely and tragic and funny and 

somber.  Justin Davis , in his poem òWager,ó waxes (ha) that òthe moon is a 

gold coin;ó will heads or tails win?  Winter and heartache prevail in Kathlene 
Postma õs òIf I Could I Would Go,ó as the speaker tells of children here and 

gone.  Two poems by Grace Bauer  follow: first is òAcrostic for Emilyó Dickinson 
in the persona of her beloved Susan, a worthy homage even sans a generous 
peppering of Emõs characteristic dash; then, òStep Monsterõs Alibió is a 

diatribe/defense of older women by Ms. Whiteõs misunderstood mother figure, 
who tells us the real story of òthat cunning maiden / who, in her own good 

time, will turn crone.ó   From one fictional femme fatale to another, Celia 
Lisset Alvarez  wants to tell us òAbout That Gold Bikini,ó erection catalyst for 
30+ years, but also culturally iconic in terms of gender roles.  Male lust: female 

subjugation or a vulnerability to be exploited by (or to beget) female power?  
Onto someone elseõs clothes: Kyle Hemmings  warns us to òNever Trust a 
Monk in Colored Robes.ó  Fair enough.  Curt Eriksen õs speaker dodges a 

question by his wife about whether or not heõd cheat in òLos Cuernos;ó and 
from half of a relationship thatõs already dissolved, Nicelle Davis õs speaker 

obsesses over a trip to Cuba that never happened.  Talk about shattering 
illusions: in Ed Markowski õs òLike It Or Not,ó òa Wal-Mart Santa by the name 
of ôCall Me Hankõó forces us to come to terms with (spoiler alert, kids!) his non-

existence.  In Bethany Brownholtz õs poem òDaddyõs Opinions,ó an adult 
speaker remembers a childhood full of contending with (or trying to ignore) her 
fatherõs outspoken conservative opinions, personifying them as òboulders 

rolling, / unbridled beasts,ó òa swinging bat.ó  From an image of imagined 
violence to a poem of very real (yet beautifully rendered) violence, we come to 

Kara Van de Graaf õs poem òRounds,ó in which an adolescent female speaker 
self-sacrifices to defend her little brother from schoolyard bullies, makes òthe 
hard little sound like laughingó with each punch born in love.  Finally, Heather 

K. Robinson õs poem òFeeding at the North Shoreó likens contending with the 
death of a loved one to acting òas iféwe would never glimpse / the tide return 

to shore.ó 
And one elegy leads to another: the first piece of #15õs Gray Area section 

is Angela Shaw -Thornburg õs creative nonfiction piece òGhosts from Machines,ó 

an examination of her deceased brotherõs pervasive web presence, in contrast 
to his evasive presence in their family.  To lighten the mood a bit, we next offer 
C. Noah Pelletier õs òVoodoo on the High Seas,ó another well-crafted creative 

essay which, with its swarthy superstitiousness, reminds us of the best parts 
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of the Discovery Channel show òThe Deadliest Catchó (rest in peace, Captain 
Phil). 

To fiction!  Zac Thompson õs òFree Refillsó is a story about an arrogant 
bastard of a famous painter who, in a well-rendered bout of poetic justice, finds 

his attempts to make up for his bad behavior brutally rebuffed.  Thompsonõs 
story is as much a comment on the conflict between the social constructs of 
gender as it is between the working and leisure classes.  Are there free refills at 

the bar in Ryder Collins õs story òKiss and Make Up,ó in which fighting and 
fucking are basically the same (well arenõt they?)?  No, but thereõs plenty of 
fluidity regarding sexuality and the writing itself, with long stream of 

consciousness passages of the most crafted drunken ramblings youõve ever 
heard.  Again, a nice segueñfrom sex-charged bar-goers to the first line of 

Brierley Ostrander õs story, òRuth sent the pill down with a little bourbon.ó  
Yes, THAT kind of pill.  òRequiemó is part three of Kathlene Postmaõs poemña 
lament for the children never born.  Lastly, Aimee Zaring  gives another sort of 

requiem in òRemains,ó in which a mother and her teenage son cope in their 
separate ways with the death of her husband/his father in the midst of the 

grand metaphysical conceit of the lost culture of Atlantis: òthe year we believed 
a chunk of the world could disappear in a day because weõd seen it happen in 
our own time.ó 

After all these trials, tribulations, traumas, and trysts, the only thing you 
wonõt be conflicted about is how good the writing is in #15.  Happy reading! 

 

Sincerely, 
 

The Editors   
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Justin Davis  
 

WAGER  
 

 
Tonight, the moon is a gold coin 
some stranger flipped into the air. 

About to descend, back into  
the palm of its curious owner, 
it hung lucid in the blue-black sky, 

 
shimmering, unwavering, 

causing me to wonder  
whose pocket change it was 
and what pressing matter 

needed to be settled.   
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Kathlene Postma  
 

IF I COULD I WOULD GO  
 

 
The snow falls all day and into the night 
as if it always snows here, which it does not.    

The leaves on the linden bush have turned inside out,  
their spines now white.   Our one month old baby 
cries in the car seat I carry from room to room 

 
like a hot skillet.  Surprise baby.  Sick baby.    

I imagine the snow sharp on my cheek, like a kiss  
of common sense.  If I could I would go  
out into the spaces between the snow,  

cool vacuums, like the path between trees, rising into infinity. 
 

I type this one handed, the other on the cradle.    
The baby writhes against the rocking.  If I had the car I  
would drive the morning way with her,  

the road running her into sleep.   When I sleep, I fall  
like the snow, the falling the only thing.    

 

When the baby sees me, she coughs then wails.    
The doctor does not hold her, tells me to prepare.   

I move in the tiny spaces between the sounds  
of my other children, follow the zig zag pattern of what  
they trail behind them and what I try to collect. 

 
The day after the funeral my arms are free to sort.    
Pants from shirts.  Socks from shoes.   Sadness from joy.   

I fill boxes with toys my children no longer use.      
The snow is falling heavier now.   In all the yards,  

even mine, the children are out spinning in it.   
 

On the refrigerator I see dashed in black on a white 

an old note from my husband: òCall me honey  
if it becomes too much, and I will bring you the car.ó    

When I go out into the snow, I fall, get up and fall  
again.  The white embraces me where I lie in my black coat,  

 

my children falling upon me, one by one by one. 
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Grace Bauer  
 

ACROSTIC FOR EMILY  
 
Iõm waiting but the cows wonõt come. (misreading of a line from a hand written letter to Susan 

Dickinson) 

 

 
She comes notñlike the faithful cowsñ 
Home to where I wait to see her 

Evanescent face againñout in the garden in the rainñbut she 
 

Comes notñlike a letter to the world I 
Openedñand readñand cherished more than 
Mere words would warrant if they did not 

Emerge as herñas part of what 
Sheñas a womanñwas. She comes 

 

Not back as I would wish, her words 
Oblige my longing for her company, her wit, her wonderñ 

The way she had of bringing language 
 

Homeñto where we livedñreminding us 

Of what a wonder isñsmall 
Miracle we witness if we watchñcloselyñas she did  

Each dayñas we wait for what comes home. 
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Grace Bauer  
 

STEP MONSTERõS ALIBI  
 

Iõve had some bad interactions with Snow White. -Lisa Verigin 

 

 
The little bitch who, in the Disney version, barely 

has a nose she can turn up at you. Or she would. 
Flanked by those seven snotty dwarves who guard her 
precious sweetness, seduced by that voice! Enough to shrink 

the dick of any normal guyñwhich the prince, 
I assure you, was not. No one wants to be used 

 

as a stepping stone, but Snow saw the throne 
as her birthright, and me as nothing 

but impediment; my death as a kind 
of insurance that she would get her dueñ 
meaning everything. The world, for her, 

was black and white, and she was why it turned. 
 

I never saw a girl so willing to give 
fate a helping hand. Poisoned apples, my ass! 
She practiced  being the victim, laid herself out 

like a swami on a bed of nails, rehearsing 
that breathing trick she perfected 

after years of lying through her teeth. 
 

And my mirror, I swear, was as silent 

as any you, yourself, have ever  
peered into. All it did was echo 
what I mouthed at my reflection. 

It had nothing to do with fairness, 
which I gave up on long ago. 

 
Notice how all you have to do to be evil 
in these tales is survive. How old  

is never innocent, and innocence is prized. 
Condemn me, and youõre condemning us all, 

even, ironically, that cunning maiden 
who, in her own good time, will turn crone. 
And the snow that will fall on her grave 

one day will be as silent as any. And just as cold. 
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Celia Lisset Alvarez  
 

ABOUT THAT GOLD BIKINI  
 

 
The truth is I enjoyed wearing it. 
You thought there was nothing 

underneath those vestal robes 
but hairy legs. Even so, you lusted. 
Lusted maybe at the way I held 

that blaster like I could need you 
in a fight. Lusted after my pert 

little mouth like the mouth of a girl. 
Lusted after my tied up hair 
that never fooled you, not once. 

 
The thing about the gold bikini 

is that it proved you right. You knew 
I had those breasts, those thighs. 
You knew I wanted you to want them. 

You knew, most of all, that I would 
need your rescuing. That is what 
you lived for. Seeing me tied there 

to the beastñlike a dogñyou wanted 
to show that you were better. Seeing me 

dressed in metal made you hard. 
 

Well, donõt forget. Donõt forget 

that while you stumbled blind 
as a newborn after your glowing blue dick 
and took out all those inept minions I 

choked him. I choked that beast 
ten times bigger than myself 

with all his gloat and bloat and pomp 
and circumstance with his own chain. I 
killed the big bad. It was me. 

And I looked good doing it. 
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Kyle Hemmings  
 

NEVER TRUST A MONK IN COLORED ROBES 
 

 
In my old bedroom 
I was a turncoat monk 

who became your ambitious lover, 
sold your hooch on the street 
for sixty pieces of silver, 

excited by your stories 
of your first tampon, 

touchy recollections 
those early signs 
of anal bleeding. 

 
And you vowed 

never again 
to be on your knees 
discharging static-electric guilt 

uttering a penance 
for every fellatio committed 
with blindfold and numbed tongue, 

the groping tickled. 
And you 

praying 
like some sex-starved convert 
to a pagan god 

of broken down dishwashers 
and Budweiser Light epiphanies 
your nipples erect 

as totems 
in between the sheets. 
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Curt Eriksen  
 

LOS CUERNOS  
 

 
Minutes before going down to the village school for our boy 

my wife tells me the latest gossip:  the father of one 
classmate and the mother of another are involved 
in a private affair that has abruptly gone public. 

 
I donõt know how many free-loving downsizers live here now 
but they canõt be more than a hundred. 

The locals make up whatõs left of the thousand souls 
who sleep within range of the old church bells, 

either together or alone. 
 
Immediately I hear the news I think of the pain of tearing 

anything apart, and before I lift the car keys off the kitchen table  
I kiss my wife on the cheek.  But 
she says, òYou wouldnõt do it, would you, 

ponerme los cuernos así ?ó 
 

I donõt know what to say to that but I do remember 
as I walk out the door that nothing is born of nothing, 

whereas heat and energy are always expended 
in every transaction. 
 

The earth keeps shifting beneath our feet and there is always 
some loss in the translation from one language to another, 
whether that language be of bodies or minds. 
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Nicelle Davis  
 

CUBA AND COLTRANE 
 

 
Cuba. I want to go to Cuba; where we  
planned to go together. Still the smell  

of saving change reminds meñ 
we didnõt make it beyond the rabid  
Atlantic boarder. You were too busy  

throwing boxes of Captain Crunch in  
the yard. Too White for my kitchen ,  

you said. To match you, I threw your  
glossy bell peppers in the street spitting,  
I donõt know how to cook this shit. In  

the back ground the tart sound of  
A Love Supreme played between  

your flesh, my flesh. Two things we  
could agree on: Coltrane and Cuba.  
Everything else was a brood of anger  

hatching. Bending to collect the scatter  
of yellow sugar-nuggets, I watched  

you nurse a bruised pepper. Red heat 
in the palm of your hand. The buzz 
of a horn like a nest of bees singing. 

Cuba. We wanted to go to Cuba.      
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Ed Markowski  
 

LIKE IT OR NOT  
  

  
At  the  back  of  an  otherwise  empty  cross  town  bus 

  

Bound  for  the  other  side  of  the  other  side  of  the 
  

Other  side  of  beyond  beyond  the  other  side  of  the 

  
Tracks,  a  WalðMart  Santa  by  the  name  of  òCall 

  
Me  Hankó  hands  back  the  flask,  faces  the  window, 

  

Asks  for  a  match,  shakes  his  head  and  points  to 
  

The  darkness  whispering,  òYou  know  what  buddy? 
  

Hey  buddy,  you  know  what?  Well,  like  it  or  not, 

  
Iõm  gonna  fuckinõ  tell  ya  what.  Ok,  so  here  comes 

  

The  what  about  the  what,  itõs  a  shame  buddy,  itõs 
  

A  cryinõ  shame  and  a  total  fuckinõ  disgrace  that 
  

I  ainõt  real.ó 
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Bethany Brownholtz  
 

DADDYõS OPINIONS  
 

 
òAsshole!ó 
roared the man 

who called 
my house; 
dad 

wasnõt 
home. 

I, eight, 
too young 
to hear, 

but not too young 
to know: 

daddyõd written 
another 
editorial. 

Daddyõs opinionsñ 
boulders rolling, 
unbridled beasts. 

He never 
censored, 

but how 
I wished 
he would have 

shut off 
the talk radio 
that soiled 

long car rides 
where I learned 

to lock 
my mouth, 
loathe politics, 

and middle-aged 
white men squawking 

slow-motion 
machine-gun 
shots. 

Daddyõs opinionsñ 
a swinging bat, 
his family 

always  
ducking. 



17 
 

Kara Van de Graaf  
 

ROUNDS  
 

 
And one time after school  
the bigger boys force  

 
my brother into the forest, 
its slim trees, its shadows working  

 
against the sun like a screen,  

like a curtain, like a hand  
 
out in front of the face, like  

the hands they smashed the face  
 

of my brother with, the nose  
swelling and growing  
 

like a capsized boat. And  
when they were swinging  
 

I was moving and when  
I was moving to meet their  

 
hands on him, and when I was  
coming in between them. We made 

 
a bargain with our eyes, we left  
his crying body, his crescent  

 
shape on the ground, my own tall  

shadow covering him when  
 
their hands find me, when the flesh  

bruises like fruit, when I make  
 

the hard little sound like laughing,  
when I see myself above myself, the boys,  
 

my brotherõs rough breath, and  
this body between us.   
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Heather K. Robinson  
 

FEEDING AT THE NORTH SHORE  
 

 
we walked on shells in Corpus Christi, 
you looked for sand dollars and a molluskñ 

said it has to be whole , so you looked for hours 
while I was content with broken angelõs wings, 

and the sharp edges of yellow cockles  
grating my palm  
 

every limb, each ending shored and polished with sandñ 
we pretend among shells, the rarity of sea glass, among sundials, 
now disillusioned by the gulfõs tide, 

now ruins that etch bare feet in sandñ 
 

it was somehow easy to act as if  
the surface would not occur again,  
that we would never glimpse  

the tide return to shore,  
erase an afternoon  

of shell collections and sandcastles,  
that time would not pass the year she died, 
supposing life would not carry us beyond the dunesñ 

beyond this simple conversation about seashells 
and the curved necks of blue herons  
ready to eat from any passing hand 
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#15  Gray Area  
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Kino Kosmo (Przemysl, Poland)  

 
 

by Michael Filimowicz 
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Angela Shaw -Thornburg  
 
GHOSTS FROM MACHINES  

 

 
Itõs been almost two years now since I lost my little brother to drowning. In the 
weeks following his death, I was still at that stage where, in between the 

moments of full-throttle grief, I would have those bittersweet blips when I 
would think about calling or e-mailing him, only to realize that in fact I could 
never reach him again.  

He was twenty-six, still struggling to mark the bright line between being 
his own person and making peace with our parents, who didnõt approve of the 

person he was becoming. His existential angst over who he was in practice 
meant that he would often disappear from the sleeper couch reserved for him 
at my parentsõ house. Weeks would go by without a word from him, rounds and 

rounds of intentional phone tag, and then suddenly there would be a voice mail 
or an e-mail message from him. In between those times of puzzling distance, 

weõd hit an all-night diner or catch a movie, bitch or worry about our parents, 
share war stories about the difficult times we went through together as 
children. He and my other younger brother would occasionally stop by my 

houseñI was the only one who left home and stayed goneñto visit. 
I can add up on my own two hands the number of hours I spent with 

him over the six months before his death. It was too little time, like it always is 

when the possibility of the time you could have spent together runs up against 
the full stop that is death. When I stood over his casket for the last time, the 

things that most bothered me were that I would forget how his living face 
looked, the way he would deliver wicked verbal blows in that sarcastic way that 
is so typical of the Shaw kids, how he liked to pitch his voice lower than it 

really was (just like my dad does), and the rushed little rhythm of how he spoke 
when he was showing off (which was often). 

I think about all the time in between those brief moments when we were 

together. It was like watching flip book animationñthe jarring ways he would 
change in between the times I would see him. It was clear that in the spaces 

between that he was becoming someone else. Over the course of these past few 
years I watched him lose weight, buff up, morph from a black suburban kid 
who used to evangelize on the streets of Columbia, SC, to a young man who 

braved the possibility of deep and vocal parental disapproval by bringing his 
loverñwhite and a manñhome to dinner one night. 

About four months ago before he died and  after impatiently listening to 
my mother complain about the unsavory and possibly illegal things she 
speculated my brother was doing that kept him away from home, I had what at 

the time felt like an epiphany. I realized that my relationship with my little 
brother no longer needed to be mediated by my mother or my notion that I was 
responsible for his behavior because I was his big sister. All we had to do was 

love each other, look out for each other, and talk every once in a while, because 
we had survived our childhoodsñwe were adults. There was no need for me to  
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Angela Shaw -Thornburg  
 

spend nights as twin to my mother, sitting in the dark eating my guts out with 
worry about what trouble he might be getting into. I let myself off the hook. I 

stopped reading disaster into the sometimes long weeks between contacts, the 
physical distance. I tried to hug him every time I saw him, and since that was 
not often, I used all the tenuous ways we hold onto each other these daysñe-

mail, text messages, voice mailñto let him know that I loved him and that his 
choices were his own, and that they could never have any bearing on my love 
for him. At the time I thought it was enough, that it was all I could do. 

I have a deep and unhealthy curiosity about the web presence that 
survives him. About three days after his death, I went on a frantic digital 

chaseñI combed through my voice-mail to see if there was a message from 
him, I tried to look at his MySpace page to check on the last time he logged on, 
I checked my cellphone for voice-mail and text messages, I googled him to see if 

he had posted anything in the days before his death, to see if the people at the 
sites he frequented knew enough to recognize that his failure to post, to log on, 

was something aside from inattention or boredom (they did not).  
There are just a few messages in the ever multiplying megabytes of 

storage that comprise my primary email account. I got sick of seeing the 

number of messages in my inbox topping the thousands a few months before 
my brother died, so I erased a lot, including the e-mails we wrote to each other 
as we arranged to eat breakfast together or to go the movies. Iõd saved just one 

conversation, two long e-mail messages in which we spoke at length and for the 
one and only time about what it was we wanted to be to each other now. I feel 

lucky to have it, because itõs all I have of the person he had become outside of 
the presence of our family. The words on the screen are those of a man scared 
but open, warm, honest, witty. Itõs not enough, though.  

As crazy as it may sound, when I log in, I have to stop myself from going 
to that message, because reading it will break my heart. It floats on the screen 
with no presence beyond his dictionñI cannot hold it; it doesnõt even have the 

crackle of paper. In Gwendolyn Brooksõ òThe Mother,ó the speaker talks about 
how her aborted children have never òhandled the air,ó and in the moments 

when I rue that those words never spiraled out from a pen in his hand, that he 
never laid a hand on those words before he sent them to me, I understand 
what the writer means. The trace of him in those messages is insubstantial, 

disembodied. When I log on I walk over minefields, signs and reminders that 
my little brother will not ever answer again. If the cursor runs over the list of 

contacts in gmail and it comes to rest a moment too long over his name, the 
chat feature will pop up to say that òDesmond Shaw is offline. Messages you 
send will be delivered when Desmond Shaw comes online.ó There is a certain 

amount of unintended cruelty in this automatic response. He will never come 
online again and no messages will ever be delivered. The screen lies. 

But screens tell the truth, too. In the last hours of my brotherõs life, we 

and the doctors and nurses spent a good half of our time looking at screens, 
rather than at my brother, because they could give us confirmation of what  
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had been known from the minute they pulled him from under the water. The 
doctor read the EEG to let us know that there was no brain activity, and in the 

minutes after they disconnected him from the respirator, I watched the green 
and orange lines flatten out to nothing. The plaintive alarms that sounded 
before the nurses could think to turn them off told me that it was over. These 

blips, these ones and these zeroes are very good at confirming absence. The 
online words and images that survive himñthe profiles on yahoo, his reviews of 
Star Trek books on Amazon.com, his posts to a Star Trek BBS, his MySpace 

page that I can no longer access because I never bothered to try to join his 
friends listsñthese electronic pieces of him are a kind of ghost. 

One of the things that has made me most bitter, most sad, is the way 
that others are now allowed to finish my brotherõs story. It was a part of my ill-
considered optimism that I regarded the mystery of his life away from his 

family in the same way I would regard the walls of a chrysalisñsomething 
beautiful was going to unfold from behind there. He was the baby of the family, 

and thus prone to going his own way, to being brave, to going where the older 
child (me) and the middle child (our brother, Ernest), refused or feared to go. I 
admired his fearlessness, even as I winced at the chances he liked to take. 

When he died, his possibilities went with him, and it was left to the world that 
survived him to fill in the blanks with suppositions, secondhand information, 
much of it being dispersed electronically and via television. My college 

existentialism is a little rusty, but I know that it was one of those cool, dour 
European men who proclaimed that it is only in our deaths that we achieve 

definition. When you die, a life is finished, and the shape of it can be examined. 
Not so, I say, because in the reading of that life we distort it. Narratives about 
us survive the body and the consciousness. The proliferation of stories about 

the dead person is a part of how we mourn and how we attempt to make sense 
of death.  

To my everlasting anger, my mother and father agreed to do an interview 

with a local news station some days after his death. As I feared would happen, 
the story about him led alongside a story about something sensational and 

violentña gang-shooting, I believe. His death was a part of the sad and 
meaningless mess the world looks like if you just watch the local news. I think 
what most hurt me about the story were the dog-eared pictures of my brotherñ

him on a bright red float bobbing in a pool in Florida, him looking serious, 
handsome and very like our father in his senior picture, him standing 

alongside other members of his high school marching bandñthat punctuated 
the piece. These pictures had been tucked away in photo albums and folders 
for years, but my parents had managed, through the quicksand of their grief, 

to find them to put them on display. They, too, were on display, as the 
interview with them showed them in extreme close-up, their soft, brown eyes 
raw and vulnerable with hurt. My mother described my brotherõs personalityñ

all the warts smoothed awayñand talked in detail about what she surmised 
about the hours leading up to his drowning, the decisions that had to be made  
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as it quickly became clear that he was brain-dead. In showing the pictures, the 
reporter gave the semblance of a body to the personañblazerboyxp, 

DevonSawyer@gmail.com ,ñwho lived online; and to the nameless ò26-year old 
Lexington County man who drowned in the Saluda River,ó as local news 
sources called him before some agency leaked his name.  

I understand why my parents did itñthey thought the story would shed 
some much needed light on the need for water safety, especially in the tricky 
part of the river that took my brotherõs life; they also believed that telling the 

story would stop the local media from calling themñbut it was unseemly to me 
that his life be pared down to a five-minute piece for people chewing over their 

fried chicken and rice. They wanted to frame the story in such a way that his 
death would mean something. They wanted to have the last word on his death.  

I understand the impulse, because I, too, attempted to offer a meaning 

for what had happened to my brother by posting in response to a discussion 
thread on the news story about his death. The posts on his death were strands 

and strands of narratives that diverged from what I thought the story was 
about. Some posters speculated that he was drunk, that he should have known 
better than to have swum in the rough waters. Other posters said that they 

had known him, that he was a fine person, and that this was a sad event. 
Without identifying my relationship to my brother (I did use my name, 
however), I responded in a long post to the commentsñespecially those that 

focused on how he should have known better than to have been swimming 
thereñby explaining that he could not swim, had had very little water safety 

education because of who he was (for a host of socio-economic reasons, African 
American men are disproportionately represented among the numbers of adult 
men who die by drowning), and that what had happened was unfortunate, not 

just desserts for poor judgment. It is the nature of faceless communication 
online that people will misunderstand you,  that they will say things there that 
theyõd never say in person. The responses to my posts implied that I was a 

racist for focusing on the issue of lack of opportunity for water safety education 
for African Americans, and that clearly my family was gearing up for a lawsuit. 

And the response to those posts was that authors were mean and stupid. The 
best response was one in which the person expressed surprise that I would 
even bother to respond. He or she was right, so I gave up on my war to correct 

what I saw as the òwrong storyó being perpetuated about my brother online.  
I imagine that some correlative of this discussion is what happened when 

people saw the news story on television. This kind of story airs several times a 
day on the local news. Itõs the human interest story, built around a personal 
interview in the interior of that personõs home or on his or her own front porch. 

There is always someone dead in those stories, and if itõs a good one, the 
mother or the grandmother cries and there are pictures. If itõs a really good 
one, some entityñthe government, local law enforcement, a drunk driverñwill 

clearly be at fault in the death of that person. Very little that is meaningful  
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escapes the shape of such stories, and people forget them quickly because 
such narratives have little to do with their lives. 

Perhaps I am heartless, verging too far onto cynicism, but I have always 
doubted the long-term efficacy of cautionary tales or media texts that depend 
upon the sympathy of the consumer of that text to help that consumer make 

meaningful changes in his or her life. The dead person who appears on that 
screen is a puppet jerked about by the ticks of those who live to tell the story 
and the demands of those who report the stories because you can never have 

the body, the actual presence of that person. Politicians know this, which is 
why they continue to press the flesh and hold babies even in this day of 

multimillion- dollar media campaigns. Anyone who has momentarily slowed in 
their murderously fast commute to work to look long and hard at a wreck on 
the side of the road knows this. When you rubberkneck, you are looking for the 

body, signs of gore and of real blood, not just slowing down for the sake of 
safety.  

In my bitterness, I believe that my parentsõ interview merely gave those 
viewers shreds of my brother, and that the people who saw those pictures of 
him forgot him in mere minutesñif that, because he was not real to them. 

Those who posted on the discussion board didnõt know him. The reality of a 
person is a matter of standing within a foot of that person. A person is not real 
to you until you smell them, see or touch the blemishes on their skin, the 

crookedness of their teeth, the endearing bits of imperfection and human 
funkiness that cannot traverse the digital. I was once bewildered by the way 

that people who had lost someone held on to bits of that person, like shirts that 
smell of that personõs sweat, locks of hair, a baby tooth. You need that stuff 
because you donõt have the body anymore. I need that stuff because my 

brother is under the ground in a box. I canõt see him again, and the e-mail 
gives me nothing to hold onto. 

My mother is a member of a strange, Protestant, New World faith. The 

death of a righteous man is seen as the work of the Devil let loose on a fallen 
world, and they are quick to quote scripture that says that òtime and 

unforeseen occurrences befall us alló when they are forced to confront an 
unexpected death. They believe that when you die, you are simply sleeping, 
and that if you are righteous, that God will raise you up again after he has 

recreated the Earth as a paradise. At their funerals, which they call memorial 
services, they read Revelations 21:4: òAnd God shall wipe away all tears from 

their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, 
neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.ó 
They profess no attachments to the body of a deceased person, so no body is 

ever present at the halls of worship during the memorial service. If the world is 
wicked, how bad can it be that the righteous man is no longer in it? Itõs a fine 
line they walk between celebrating the escape from the pangs of this fallen 

world and assuaging the grief of those left here. Their memorial services are 
tightly scripted by the body that governs their faith, and the displays, ritualized  



25 
 

Angela Shaw -Thornburg  
 

or otherwise, of grief that you see in other Judeo-Christian faiths are frowned 
upon. What Iõm getting at is that the rituals of mourning in such a faith are 

particularly barren. But people will fill the gaps somehow. My mother watched 
the news story on my brother on the night that it aired, and as the family 
gathered around for the memorial service and funeral, she sat to watch it with 

them. She would have watched it obsessively, had it not mysteriously 
disappeared from the Tivo. My grandmother watched the story online at the 
stationõs website, and even I, in the days after my brotherõs death, found myself 

reading over and over again the spartan details of his death online, in the hope 
that these factual reports would help me accept what seemed inconceivable to 

me. I remember that when the shooter killed those kids at Virginia Tech, there 
were memorials to them on MySpace and other social networking sites, and I 
imagine that having those sites available gave those who participated a way to 

take the very crucial step of acknowledging the death of members of their 
communities in a public way. I find no succor in whatõs there, though.  

Iõve always been an eager consumer of technology and participant in 
electronic communication, and in this I am more akin to my brothersõ 
generation than my parentsõ. I was probably among the last generation of high 

school students who took typing instead of computers, but I was the first 
person to buy and use a computer in my familyõs house (It was a Hewlett-
Packard, loaded with software, short on memory. It died of a virus that froze 

the hard drive). Much of the courtship and wooing that led me to my husband 
was done online during late-night e-mail sessions, over summer breaks, and 

while we both went our respective ways abroad and to graduate school. This is 
to say that I am no Luddite and that the ability to communicate electronically 
has shaped the most intimate parts of my life in substantial ways. My 

relationships with many of the people who are most important to me have at 
times been sustained and preserved by cell-phone conversations, e-mail, and 
text messages.  

With my brotherõs death though, and my struggle to deal with those 
electronic bits of him, something of the glamour of immediacy that you get from 

electronic communications and social media has gone away from me.  There is 
a howl-inducing cruelty in the idea that my brother could die, but that these 
traces of him might never die, and worse still, that they have become a series of 

little ghosts.  I have dodged the oldest rituals of mourning by refusing to help 
my mother clear out his things, and by only visiting his grave once since he 

was interred.  I have yet to delete him from contacts lists on my cellphone and 
e-mail accounts, however.  I cannot bear to.  These are mundane actsñ
unfriending and deletionñones that take mere seconds, too trivial to bear the 

weight of what they actually mean.  How do these maintenance functions 
compare to smoothing down the M & M shirt he wore when he was four, the 
slightly rough texture of cheap paper holding some word from him, or the way 

the flower petals juiced on my fingers when I spread them on his grave earlier 
this year?  As much as using a phone or a computer is about touch, using your  
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fingers, it is a touch without intimacy.  I have consoled myself in the end by 
assuming a workman-like attitude toward my technology, my gadgets, my 

touchscreens.  They are tools, shadows, ghosts, but never the thing itself.  They 
can never bear the body. 
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VOODOO ON THE HIGH SEAS 
 

 
òWelcome to 4 a.m.,ó Cullen said, poking his head through the door.   

The lights came on and I glanced around the guestroom, trying to gather 

my bearings.  A severed human foot was lying on the bedside floor.  The 
defendantõs copy of a citationñDriving While License Revokedñwas tucked 
halfway under my pillow, as if some Municipal Fairy had paid a visit in the 

night.  None of this absurdity was mine, however, and thank God for that.   
It had been a short night:  In bed just before midnight and now up again.  

Any other home might smell of brewing coffee at such un-Godly hour.  Bong 
hits are not part of a balanced breakfast for most working Americans; but then 
again, most people do not hunt sea creatures for a living.  It was November, 

early in North Carolinaõs bluefin tuna season, and unseasonably cold.  I suited 
up in six layers of shirts and sweaters, accidentally crushing a giant Halloween 

spider under my foot in the process.   
Cullen and I arrived to the docks at five oõclock sharp, still pitch black.  I 

was introduced to Captain Bill of the 62-foot Beagle.   This spry, well-fed man 

had baggy cheeks and the succinct dialogue of a boxer just before the bell.  His 
pet beagle, the mascot and namesake of the boat, looked up from between his 

legs.  I noticed a couple of shifty, middle-aged guys in flannel jackets milling 
around a bulkhead.  Cullen said he didnôt know who they were, but they ended 
up onboard anyway.  When Savage Nathan, the other mate, arrived, we untied 

and shoved off before first light.   
Despite having turned his girlfriendõs freezer into a morgue for wood 

ducks and dismembered deer, Cullen is a self-proclaimed fast food junkie.  

After a meal, his face glistens like your typical fourteenth century friar.  The 
last time I went offshore with Cullen, we showed up late, clutching a greasy bag 

of Hardeeõs biscuits.  The restaurant was not our first choice, and we arrived in 
a near panic.  We went to Bojangleõs, the Cajun chicken joint, first, but for 
some odd reason they werenõt selling food to anybody.  It seemed like a minor 

setback to me, but to Cullen it was unforgivable.  He unloaded a hail of curses 
and slurs upon the restaurant employees that, at 5:16 a.m., might have set the 
civil rights movement back forty years.  We ran outside to burn rubber, but the 

court-appointed breathalyzer in Cullenõs car botched any chance of a dramatic 
getaway.   

Inside the cabin, we struck up a conversation with the flannel-clad men.  
The older of the two looked like a retired stunt double for Frank Zappa.  He 
claimed to be the brother-in-law of the captainõs wifeõs sister, or some such 

thing.  Nevertheless, fate had somehow connected us to Captain Bill, allowing 
us this free outing at sea.  Cullen, on the other hand, hadnõt been paid in 

weeks.  Whatever Beagle  caught that day would be split between the captain, 
Cullen, and Savage Nathan at 66 and 16.5 percent each, respectively.   

Before we made it out of the inlet, Fake Zappa pulled a glass pipe from  
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his pocket and proceeded to pass it around the cabin.  òPolishing the fish 
whistle,ó Savage Nathan called it.  Captain Bill was at the helm with the wind 

blowing in his face.  I rifled through the cabin bar and found garlic pepper, 
pickled okra, lead weights, a quart of Kentucky bourbon, and one purple 
walkie-talkie.  I brought a bag of bagels onboard and, at Cullenõs strict request, 

left my bananas on dry land. 
òYou shouldnõt have even brought them in the house,ó he said.  òThe bad 

luck might cling to us.ó   
Such nautical paranoia harkens back to the times of wind-sellers and 

witch-hunts.  For me, this only added to the mystique.  To this day, there are 

accounts of grown men ripping Fruit-of-the-Loom underwear off the bodies of 
unschooled fishermenñjust to rid them of the banana picture  on the label.  

After a thorough shakedown, it was agree that I wouldnõt even mention the ôBõ 
word onboard.  Before we left that morning, I asked Cullen what he did when 
real people (paying  customers) brought bananas onboard.   

òIf I see ôem, I grab ôem and throw ôem off the back of the boat as far as I 
can.ó  

òDo you tell them why you did it?ó    
òIf they ask me why I did it, Iõll tell ôem, ôitõs bad luck to bring bananas on 

board.õ  But if they donõt ask me, then I donõt tell ôem.  They just stare and 

avoid me like the plague for the rest of the trip.ó   
Usually, I would joke with him, perhaps hide a banana in one of his 

pockets, but by the way he described this whole banana business, I got the 

feeling that he might have tossed me overboard right along with it. 
 

I went to high school in Morehead City.  Itõs a town best viewed from the 
waterway, just before dawn.  The far-off homes looked like an old 
monochromatic photo over calm waters.  Out of nowhere, we passed a boat 

whose aura seemed to poison the sea around it.  It was like a small shrimp 
boat with a stink trail of seagulls in tow.   Its gangly crew stood on deck.   

òWhat is that?ó  I asked.   
òMeth fishermen,ó said Savage Nathan.  òThey stay out for four or five 

days at a time.  They donõt sleep.  They just take meth and net baitfish.  They 

only come back when the boatõs full.ó  The job is backbreaking and thankless.  
Take a nap, and you might awake on some far-flung sandbar at low tide.  Few, 

I presume, live long enough to experience meth mouth.   
We relaxed on the couches, listening to the local classic rock station over 

the hum of the engines.  All signs of land had disappeared, and after a few 

hours, the remarkably blue waters of the Gulf Stream surrounded us.  The 
captain reduced speed and Cullen leaned over the gunwale, looking and 
smelling for fish-oil slicks.  He showed me how to sniff out these floating 

graveyards and when they became abundant (a sure sign of a feeding frenzy), 
we knocked down the outriggers and the mates baited the hooks.  Savage 

Nathan put me to work with a ratty cloth, cleaning the fishing lines running  
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out behind the boat.  I asked him what I was doing with the rag. 
òWeõre gettin the human stink off the line.ó   

òCan the fish really smell us on it?ó   
òI donõt know,ó he said.  òBut I donõt want to make it any easier for ôem.ó   
With all five lines rubbed down and baited, we trolled through calm 

waters.  The end of one rod began to whip, but when Cullen reeled in, half the 
bait was missing.  It happened again. 

òBait donõt work,ó Cullen yelled up to the captain.   
òIt would if you were hungry enough,ó I said.   
We spent the next thirty minutes scouring the ocean and pacing the deck 

like caged animals.  The suspense was fantastic, and then all Hell broke loose.  
Something hit a line and a frantic, unraveling tune screeched from the reel.  
Savage Nathan grabbed the pole and crammed it into his waist harness like a 

gunslinger.  As he was pulling and reeling, he yelled up to the captain that it 
wasnõt the Big One.   

Before long, an Albacore emerged at the back of the boat, looking like an 
oblong silver dollar in a death roll.  òCat food,ó Cullen yelled up to the captain, 
regarding the fifteen-pound junk fish.  Suddenly, the captain spotted a figure 

on the port side. 
òTUNA!ó he hollered, spinning the wheel like a game show lunatic.  He 

gunned the engine straight at the silhouette, and I donõt know how it 
happened, but an outrigger line popped off the clip and liked to damn near 
snap the rod.  Whatever the captain spotted had swallowed the end of that line 

whole.   
The captain ordered Fake Zappa and I to reel in the other lines so they 

wouldnõt tangle.  Savage Nathan dragged the junk fish onboard through a door 

and Cullen bashed its head to paste with a wooden club.  He laughed in the 
fishõs face before tossing it into the ice chest. 

The line was still peeling off when Savage Nathan plugged the butt of the 
rod into the fighting chair.  There was a light breeze but he was already 
sweating profusely, pulling with his legs and back, and cranking with the 

downward motion of the rod.  Every so often Iõd pour some water into his 
mouth like a boxing coach and mutter, òYouôre an animal.ó  We took turns 
battling the creature for the better part of an hour.  After another half hour, 

rumors of a five hundred pound fish began to circulate.   
The mood became serious when Captain Bill ambled down the ladder.  

He was ready to play executioner.  In what seemed like a good idea at the time 
ñwhat seemed like a foolish idea in retrospectñthe captain ordered me to man 
the helm.  Not only was this the largest boat I had ever operated, but also, I 

had already dipped into the bourbon.  Coupled with the adrenaline, I felt like 
King Sea behind the wheel, dragging some wild damned monster to the brink of 

its life.   
When the son of a bitch emerged from the depths whipping serrated 

yellow fins, everyone on deck flat out lost it.  The captain revealed a strange  
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barbaric brilliance, screaming at Cullen to move this way, and for Savage 
Nathan to keep cranking.  Suddenly, the fish made a sickening dart under the 

boat, prompting the captain to yell up at me.  
òFORWARD!  GO FORWARD!ó  
Meanwhile, I had my video camera fixed on them in my right hand, and 

steering the boat with my left.  The beagle was asleep at my feet.  When I 
gassed it, they lost sight of the fish in the bubbles.  As if sensing the end, the 
monster bucked and nearly plucked Cullen overboard by his gloved hand, 

which was holding the line.  The captain grabbed a hold of his feet and pulled 
him back.  

òRIGHT!  TURN RIGHT!ó 
The fish had a brutal gait, that slow, surreal type of movement that 

seems to say, òAny moment nowésomething  is going to happen.ó  Then it did.  

Captain Bill grabbed his harpoon and pulled it back like the hammer of a .44 
Magnum.   

òTHE SON OF A BITCH IS READY.  BRING HIM RIGHT NOW!ó 
In perfect choreography, the fish lumbered alongside the boat.  Captain 

Bill released the harpoon with everything he had.  It sunk deep into the fishõs 

side, producing a small, then large red cloud.  The men whooped bloodthirstily 
but kept moving.   

òWeõre getting a motherfuckinõ paycheck!ó Cullen yelled to the fish.  Using 
a large, cruel-looking hook, they dragged the six-foot monster into the boat.  
The blow had stunned it, but the thing still looked as dangerous as a razor-

studded torpedo.  The men shuffled around nevertheless, unconcerned with 
the thrashing tail like a sickle.   

òHe ainõt going back out unless he drags me with it.ó Cullen claimed, 

straddling the lower body.  The tuna flopped a bit before entering a composed, 
Zen-like state.  The men let out victory cries and slapped hands.  I got so 

excited that I almost hammered down the throttle.  It wouldnõt have mattered if 
I flung them overboard; at that moment, those men could have walked on 
water. 

òThe damn man with the harpoonéhad to come down here, cuz heõs the 
only one who could have made it,ó the captain bellowed.  

òI could have harpooned that motherfucker,ó answered Cullen.   
There was a murderous vibe onboard.  Thin red splashes ran down the 

sides, as if drizzled upon by a serrated sky.  The men stood around their kill, 

their rubber boots squishing the jellied discharge on the deck.  
òYou done good boys,ó said the captain.  òYou done good.ó  

Cullen lifted up the foot-wide gill and delved around with a fillet knife, 
pulling out hunks of ribbed organs and guts like a child rooting through a toy 
chest.  At last, he found something we all recognized.  He held up the purplish, 

still beating heart and began to chant.  
òUm-num-shi-ba!  Um-num-shi-ba!ó   
Before anyone could react, he bit a chunk out of the heart.  Blood ran  
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down his chin.  He chucked the organ into the sea and wiped his face with the 
back of his hand.   

The mates re-baited the lines and we trolled for a few more hours, but 
the sea would surrender no more of her creatures.  We lulled on the couches 
the whole way back, looking out at the fish every so often, as if it might flitter 

away if we ignored it. 
We cruised up to the commercial dock beaming.  As far as the salts on 

the CB had heard, it was the only bluefin caught that day.  Its ôlive weightõ 

came out to 330 pounds.  We all gathered round and took pictures with it 
hanging by the tail.   

òMake sure you get the word Beagle in one of those shots,ó said Captain 
Bill.  After they lowered it, a man sawed off the fins, head, and tail with a 
jigsaw and carted the gutted torso off to a frozen warehouse.   

òBy this time tomorrow,ó said the captain.  òSheõll be on some Japanese 
dinner table.ó   

The severed tail looked so sad on the pavement.  I took a picture of it, 
thinking, this is one occupation I could never succeed at.   Weather the hunt was 
right or wrong, thereõs really no clear answer.  Thereõs food and then thereõs 

sport.  Somewhere in between, thereõs that dark rush associated with killing 
something so strong.  That primal sense of domination is certainly part of the 

appeal, but sashimi was the last thing on my mind.     
In some half-crazed Ahab kind of way, Cullen always did have a knack 

for dazzling folks with the occasional spectacle.  These performances were 

sporadic, but they never failed to inspire the senseñon a certain levelñof being 
scarred for life.  There will always be problems and challenges that are out of 

our human control.  Many of us shy away, but every so often, someone comes 
along and shows us that no matter what shape our adversaries take, with a 
little perseverance, we can literally eat its freaking heart out.   
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FREE REFILLS  
 

 
òUm, I had a vaguely sexual dream about dolphins last night,ó this I say, 
popping a fourth stick of nicotine gum in my mouth. òThey swam around me, 

rubbing their smooth, wet bodies all over mine. I got aroused. Woke up hard. 
Isn't that unfair?ó 

òWhy are you telling me this?ó Carl's giving me the grouchy eye.  

òI dunno, just, just if I don't say something we'll just be sitting here, and, 
and, and that's not gonna work for me.ó  

Life today is deadly mundane. We're sitting at a cafe round with 
newspapers and coffee awaiting brunch. It's sunny, warm, a great day to film a 
movie. The air's thick with humidity and smog. The sound of passing cars 

whistles through a vine-laced lattice fence. Adjacent us, a group of Armenians 
dunk fondue. Across-wise, a sharp-dressed codger finishes his crossword. 

Behind, a mother shepherds her gaggle of children to the toilet. Our waitress 
passes our table a disappears into an Employee's Only slot for the third time 
without so much as glancing at us. I pray for a terrorist attack.  

òFuck this.ó I grab Carl's cigarettes from his left tit pocket, load one 
between my lips and snap for a lighter.  

òI shouldn't.ó He says handing over his gas station Zippo knockoff.  

Reading the logo: òReally, Carl, 'God is Love?'ó      
òIt was six bucks.ó 

òGreat.ó I suck heavily and sigh as the smoke leaves my lips. Some heavy 
drags, then I notice it: òYour coffee cup's empty, too.ó The cig filter gets stuck in 
my gum, but I'm onto something else and don't care. òHow long?ó 

òHow long it's been empty? Ten minutes.ó  
òFifteen for me. At least.ó Smoke. òThat's unacceptable. Ten minutes. It's 

ninety degrees out. There's no water. There's no coffee. We're lucky we're not 

dead from dehydration. Where's our table girl?ó 
òWaitress.ó 

òWhich one? Who works here? They wear uniforms or what?ó  
òShe's busy.ó He gives a rotating wave. òBusing that table.  
òBullshit.ó She, this waitress, she's doing nothing wanting to look like 

she's doing something and I know this because I used to work shit jobs where I 
did the exact same thing until, well, the confluence of talent and hard 

work...you know, some of us aren't meant to work shit jobs. Moreover though, 
some people are. Some people have nothing to offer but their presence and 
their generically functional limbs. Most people are at best animated meat. 

òShe's scrubbed that fucking thing a dozen times. Scrub it any more the 
laminate will come off.ó This I say at a little above table volume, but she doesn't 
look up. òI'm thirsty,ó I implore to the group of Armenians who've suddenly 

taken interest in my plight. 
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òSit down,ó Carl says, and I do because most of the time I do what he 
says because he's got my best interestsñour best interestsñat heart. òI'm sure 

she'll be over in a sec.ó 
òHopefully before closing,ó I say and I gesture with my cigarette. This was 

wrong to do because then the whole thing, gum and drool and the final 

remaining trace of coffee, comes out my maw and drizzles down my ninety 
dollar Brooks Brothers button up.  

Carl, all two hundred and some lbs of him, leans across the table, across 

our empty coffee cups and our empty water glasses to wipe the cigarette mess 
from my shirt with his napkin. It's then the she-waitress incriminates herself: 

she sneaks, at us, a peakñand unless I'm deluded by my own overwhelming 
self-righteousness, she smirksñjust corners, no teeth mind you. She's enjoying 
this, our precarious table dance. And, you know what: that does it.    

òI got it,ó I say, grabbing the napkin. My cig-cherry burrows into the poly-
knit but I'm done caring.  

òDon't.ó Carl shakes his head. I wretch the napkin away from him. Our 
water glasses tip. My coffee mug hits the Bermuda tile, shattering.  

The Armenians eye us. Carl signals the waitress, who's faking, who's still 

faking she's cleaning that table. Carl tries the hey-lookee-here wave to the net 
effect of nada. Waitress, waitress, stupid bitch, won't have anything to do with 
us. Oh gawd, at this moment I love her more than I love my mother. I'm gonna 

destroy her. Carl gets in another timid wave before, well, all the itty-bitty bits of 
me have decide to intervene:  

òLet me,ó I say, and then stand up, clear my throat of phlegm, bunch all 
those quivering neuroses and sideways energies in the bottom of my guts and 
release the whole load like a massive ejaculation. What I shout is heinous and 

fantastically specific. You get the point.    
In the immediate aftermath, there's that always amusing clink of 

silverware of plates. Ambient conversation ceases and redoubles with fervor. 

One of the Armenians loses a spoon in the fondue.  
Moments later the maitre d' is leaning over our table talking in hushed 

tones. Carl explains my condition in similarly hushed tones as I fume inside. 
Because? Because this is all bullshit and who cares, and that stupid, stupid 
bitch was fucking avoiding us and I could and would totally fucking murder 

her with a kitchen knife and paint a masterpiece with her blood and entrails 
and sell it to idiot, New York trust-fundians for a mint and a goddamn, 

motherfucker of a  half.  
Then: the maitre d' fires the waitress on the spot against Carl's protests 

and to my silent satisfaction. He dresses her down: òYou didn't recognize Mr. 

Geuzit's face from the cover of Time?ó The waitress sneers at me, gives me the 
finger, gives the maitre d' the finger, spikes her apron and stomps outñand 
this I love more than a mutual orgasmñcasually knocking the water glasses off 

the last table before the exit. The door slams hard. The door slams fast. Classy 
exit, that broad. I'm instantly in love.   
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òWhat's her name?ó I say to Mr. Maitre d'.  
òIt's Carolyn, Mr. Geuzit.ó  

òCarolyn what?ó 
òI would have to check. Why do you ask?ó  
Now I'm not looking a him or Carl or anything. òShe tromped out like a 

lover scorned. Gorgeous, absolutely mag-fuckin'-nificent.ó I've goosebumps and 
half a stock.    

Naturally our meal is comped, we order free cheese cake and desert 

drinks, the manager greets us and shakes my hand and we leave feeling stuffed 
and appreciated because we are the majestic beasts, the quasi-famous, 

roaming head and gilded shoulders above the lesser animals and rodents 
scurrying the land for the scraps that fall from our gaping, sharp-toothed 
mouths. 

On the street, we see the waitress with her car hood popped, scraping 
calcium from her battery leads with a screwdriver. 

òLet's go, Rock,ó Carl says to me, noticing the 'ol' wolf' in my gaze.  
òI want her.ó And I'm off. Carl follows like a puppy, with that  how-do-I-

make-the-best-of-this-one face. It's what I pay him for.   

I don't await reactions or introductions. I say: òCarolyn, Carolyn, Lynn of 
Carol, if I paid you an exorbitant amount of money, would you remove your 
clothes for me?ó Not the best icebreaker, but after my super sexually-specific 

insult, asking her to a gang-rape would be a step in the right direction.  
She's right there and beyond. She's sharp-eyed and terrifying. I could 

devour her with hot sauce.  She says: òFuck you and your toady.ó It's all flint 
and steel. This girl's a fire hazard.  

My voice goes thick and unexpectedly mucusy. I look at my toady: òGo 

get the car, toady.ó  
Carl hangs his head. òRock.ó 
òGet outta here.ó It's growly in as way that's beyond my years. 

He does, I continue pitching: òC'mon, flame girl, I wanna paint you. I'll 
make you famous. All you girls are aspiring actresses slumming in porn 

anyway, right?ó 
òEat shit, painter.ó She goes back to battery scraping. òNot interested.ó  
òC'mon. You just got fired, you need the cash, and this ain't a bad way to 

make it. I won't even come in your eye.ó 
She just shakes her head.  

òI'm kidding.ó And I was. 
She shakes her head again.  
I circle on the sidewalk, not unlike some carrion-gobbling birds. òLook, I 

promise not to touch you with my dick at all, baby.ó I lean in, aggressive but I 
give her an out underneath my armpit. òI'm not kidding when I say I'm not 
interested in you in that way at all. And that's what I'm saying. I'm saying even 

if you were that way, you were boner-inspiringñand I'm not saying you aren't 
to a degreeñbut I'm saying if it was that simple, I wouldn't be interested in you  
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at all. What am I interested in? I'm interested in the part of you that your 
parents regret, that your boyfriends hate, that your children will fault you, the 

true you, in a way, the part that makes you beholden to nobody, the part 
where, when you go home at night, when you stop being somebody else to 
everybody else, you fully embrace before drifting off to sleep, that last chuckle 

or sigh or slap to the pillow. To me that's gold, silver and diamond platinum 
and you've got it in spades, baby. You understand, you're more special to me 
than you are to all, your parents, your boyfriends, your kids, all of them, 

because of this, what you have, what I see. Are you hearing me?ó  
òYou're not hearing me, haircut.ó She leans back into her car, relaxing 

more so. òI don't want anything to do with you.ó  
òCome on, babe, I wanna paint you getting consumed and dismembered 

by huge bugs. I wanna paint you liquefying in a vat of acid. I wanna paint you 

broken and terminally sad. I, I wanna paint you as you are.ó  
òNo, no, a hundred million, billion times no.ó I stare daggers at her and 

she stares them right back.  
After a moment that could've been an hour, Carl drives behind us in his 

BMW. He rolls down the window and throws his weight into the stalemate. 

òYou know, I'm not saying this for his benefit, but, you know it is a hell of an 
opportunity.ó 

òYeah,ó she says, òI know it is, and that's why this 'fuck you' feels better 

than any I've ever said.ó And she says òfuck youó again and closes her eyes as 
the most satisfied smile spreads across her face. 
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KISS AND MAKE UP  
 

 
And weõre in a bar. And weõre in a bar. And I donõt know where we are. Maybe 
Texas. But thatõs out of the way. Maybe Missouri. But they donõt have any 

discos in Missouri. But they donõt have any discos in Texas. 
Either. 
Ether. 

Or do they? 
Itõs a night club, I guessñthe green lighting insists yes. The green light 

casts us all into absinthe shadows, into moonlit algae on water. Am I going 
crazy? Iõm at a dock, a lone figure waiting in green light. No, thatõs not me; Iõm 
the figure watching the figure celebrate the green light. The figures dancing and 

genuflecting under it. 
And theyõve been playing òBrickhouseó and òWhite Linesó and òLadiesõ 

Nightó and òSave the Last Danceó and òLove Will Tear Us Apartó and Iõm 
thinking what a weird mix and Iõm thinking Iõm an intellectual and Iõm thinking 
what an intellectual mix, an eclectic mix, and Iõm thinking what the hell am I 

doing here and Iõm thinking who the hell is they whoõs playing the music and I 
want to go up and see the DJ or DJs and maybe theyõre cute and then Iõm 
wondering about my sexuality cause the only guy Iõve ever wanted is Mark and 

my psychotherapist says this is sublimation for my desire for Cass, well she/he 
would if I had a psychotherapist and I self-assess myself all the time and Iõm 

noticing that everyone here has tattoos and of course, I have a coupleñI have a 
yin-yang, to symbolize the union of opposites, to symbolize the meeting of 
male/female (although Cass says this just reinforces the oldest binary in the 

world and then I have to ask her when she started reading theory, if sheõs going 
on to grad school, or if Mark knows what sheõs thinkingñdid she steal his 
booksñlike heõd read feminist theory, anyway, and of course, she would label 

me as sexist for asserting she couldnõt come up with these ideas on her own 
and of course, she would label me as sexist if she knew I was watching this 

chickõs tits jiggle as she danced to Joy Division or if she knew Iõd often listened 
to her and Mark doing it, fucking, you know, and it sounded like Mark was 
killing her and I almost ran into her bedroom to save her. Damsel in distress. 

Yeah, Iõm sexist. And Cass likes to be rammed.) Oh, and my other tattoo is a 
lizard curling over my shoulder, sticking its tongue out. And Iõm thinking about 

getting another one tattooed on my stomach, or maybe my pelvis, a poem, 
perhaps my own, about white lines, about yellow blending to white. The perfect 
poem. Iõm going to write it. 

And I donõt go up to see the DJ cause Cass is dancing by me and I donõt 
want to leave her alone cause yõall and maybe I am in Texas if Iõm using these 
colloquialismsñand there I go again being the intellectual and I always try to 

play so dumb, except for my penchant for Greco-Roman allusions (I try to 
repress them, really I do, but they just slip out); my psychotherapist, well, if I  
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had one, says I act dumb to attract smarter women like Cass but that actually 
works against me cause smart women like even smarter men and how the hell 

smart can Cass be if she ever fell for a loser like Mark?, well, yõall know what 
happens when sheõs aloneñshe goes off with some guy and gets knocked up. 
No, she usually doesnõt get knocked up cause Iõm sure sheõs had a lot more 

lovers than just Mark cause I asked her one night and she almost told me or 
maybe she told me and it was over twenty which for a female, I think, is a very 
high number of cocks. I donõt want to leave her alone and where is the baby? 

Have we left the baby in the hotel, in the parking lot? And why does my nose 
feel so crusty? Did we, somehow, perchance (and there I go again with the high 

level of diction, with the elevated lexicon), score? 
Anyway, Cass has stopped dancing and sheõs smoking a cigarette right 

by the dance floor and I think sheõs so sexy when she does that even though 

she makes a loud exhaling noise when she blows the smoke out, itõs almost 
annoying, in fact, it is annoying, but I find it endearing, cause at least I can 

always find her in a crowded (but quiet, cause itõs actually not that loud a 
sound, but maybe Iõm so attuned to it, maybe itõs her mating call to me) room 
and I love the way her lips pout and then relax when she exhales, I love the 

way she poses.  
But then I see this guy and heõs trying to talk to her, I think heõs 

harassing her, and he looks a little bit like Mark, in fact, I think he is Mark, 

yeah, stocky, but tall, dark brown hair, brown eyes (even though she always 
told me she loved blue eyes), good-looking, almost gorgeous even in this green 

light schemeñhe can carry off the green, I mean, he fucking carries the green, 
and I think heõs almost touched her. I think heõs tried to grab her arm. I flick 
my cigarette at him (all of a sudden I notice Iõm smoking, which I donõt usually 

do unless Iõm really fucked up, seriouslyð am I fucked up?) ñthis is my 
weapon, my defense. And Mark turns to me and saysñ 

òYou wanna fight.ó 

And I say yes. 
And he saysñ 

òFirst, we gotta make out.ó 
And I canõt believe it. I kiss him; he kisses me back, hard, with tongue. 

Iõm thinking this is not Mark, but it looks a lot like Mark and maybe there is 

more than one Mark in the world. Maybe there are a lot of different Marks 
running around and stealing your love and basically just fucking shit up. Some 

kind of weird balance thing or something. I come up for breath, look into 
Mark/not-Markõs eyes and what did Cass say about the first time they metñ
she felt like she knew him? It made her wet. Well, Iõm feeling like I know this 

Mark/not-Mark guy that I just frenched and Iõm definitely not turned onñheõs 
grabbing my head between his hands again, goddamn heõs got big hands, big, 
hulking, somewhat calloused hands and this is not what I thought itõd be likeñ

kissing Mark. Maybe I just wanted Cass all along. I pull away. Iõm clenching my 
fist, pulling my arm back, ready to hit him, wanting to hit him, desperately  
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wanting to hit him, wanting so bad I can feel my knuckles jarring against his 
meaty, thick chest, can imagine the Fig Newton purple bruises on them 

tomorrow, Cassõs look of concern or disgust or both, until he says, very softly 
in what sounds like an English accent while looking straight at me, òWait.ó 
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REQUIEM  
 

 
Ruth sent the pill down with a little bourbon.  She didnõt normally drink 
bourbon outside summertime, but the thermostat on the furnace in their 

building had gone haywire again, and even with all the windows open to the 
cool evening, she was sweating in her underwear.  The heat reminded her of 
when she was a girl in Tallahassee, slipping out on the porch to sneak shots 

straight from a bottle from her parentsõ cabinet while she babysat her little 
brothers. 

Five or six thousand, she figuredñthatõs about how many pills sheõd 
swallowed since she and Ben got married.  Dividing that by twenty-eight, sheõd 
missed close to two hundred opportunities.  Two was all she really wanted.  

Two would be enough.  Years ago, sheõd considered just getting sloppy and 
having a child ôby accident.õ  But she wasnõt the sort to betray a man like that. 

òItõs ten of seven,ó Ben called from the front room.  òYou ready?ó 
òAlmost.ó 
The stockings didnõt slide easily over her sweaty skin.  She hurried.  Her 

nail tore the nylon.  She dug through the dresser drawer for a fresh pair.  In 
the mirror, she saw him appear in the doorway, newspaper folded under one 
arm. 

òYou donõt look almost ready,ó he said.  òBut the way you lookéif they 
werenõt going to be here any minuteéó 

She found another pair of stockingsñthese were black, but black would 
work as well as nude.  He stayed to watch her put them on.  She carefully 
pinched them up her legs a little at a time until the crotch was up where it 

should be.  Next, the dress:  the red satin lining felt cool as she pulled it over 
her head.  If he hadnõt been there, she might have stayed standing still for a 
minute with the fabric wrapped around her face, enveloping her, holding her 

inside, blocking out everything else beyond the moment.  But he was watching.  
Even after fifteen years of marriage, she felt too self-conscious to do a thing like 

that.  Sheõd have had to explain it, and sheõd never been very good at 
explaining. 

òWell, Iõm ready to go when you are,ó he said, turning away just at the 

moment she could have used his help with the zipper.  She thought about 
calling him back to do it.  But with the mirror and some effort, she managed it 

herself. 
Before turning off the bedroom light, she noticed sheõd left the first pair 

of stockings on the floor.  Ben liked their little apartment as pristine as a 

museum.  ôI need clean surfaces to rest my eyes so my mind can keep sliding 
on past the ordinary,õ heõd explained years ago before sheõd mastered the habit 
of always tidying as she went, rather than cleaning everything at once in mad 

flurries on odd Sunday afternoons.  She rolled up the torn stockings and 
placed them in the bin in the bathroom. 
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Ben didnõt look up from his paper when she joined him in the front room.  
Walking behind him to get around the table, she noticed with quiet irritation 

that he was reading book reviews, not the ôhelp wantedõ section.  Sheõd bought 
the paper on the way home from work so he could go through the ads.  Biting 
her lip, she remained silent.  Paul and Chloe would arrive any momentñit 

wouldnõt be good to have them show up in the middle of something ugly.  
Really, though, she and Ben hardly ever argued anymore.  Peace was easy:  she 
knew now exactly what to do, what not to do, and most importantly, what not 

to say. 
Sitting down at the piano, she ran her fingers over the dusty keys 

without pressing them down.  Ben couldnõt play, and all she could manage 
were a few songs learned long ago in her one year of childhood piano lessons.  
The upright occupied the precious space in their five-hundred-square-foot 

walk-up because it had belonged to Benõs grandmother, and with his father on 
a sailboat in the Dutch Antilles and his mother in assisted living, he was the 

only one left in his family who could take it.  Having the piano meant there was 
no room for a second chair at the table.  The mahogany stool was elegant, but 
too small for her hips.  Ben never sat on the stool. 

òHow was your day?ó she asked, picking at a chip in the ivory. 
òGood.  Really goodñdid you see it?ó 
òWhat?ó 

òOn the piano.ó 
She looked:  a fresh copy of the Lincoln Quarterly Review  sat on the 

music stand, awaiting her notice. 
òA poem?ó she asked. 
òThey took that one I wrote when we went upstate to see Will and Lisaõs 

folks that one Thanksgiving four or five years agoñremember it?ó 
She hesitated. 

òQuilted earth, furrowed and fallowñó he prompted.   
òOh, now I remember,ó she smiled.  She still didnõt know which poem he 

was talking about, exactly.  òDid this one pay?ó 

òFree copy,ó he said.  She was glad he couldnõt see her face just then.  
That brief flash of disgust twisting her features could have easily marred the 
whole evening. 

He turned through several pages of the paper at onceñprobably real 
estate or the financials.  The newsprint crackled.  

Sheõd met Ben at a Halloween party at Amherst.  Heõd been Yorickñor so 
heõd explained later when she knew him well enough to ask.  Sheõd just been 
an ordinary ghost, peering out at the crowd through two dark eye holes cut at 

the last minute with borrowed scissors.  Drunk, heõd tripped over her sheet 
and pulled it off, leaving her standing on the moonlit green in a tank top and 

pajama pants, uncombed hair lumped into two uneven braids.  Recumbent on 
the grass beneath her, heõd compared her to Venus freshly emerged from the 
sea.  Sheõd laughed.  And after that, they were in love.  They talked their way  
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toward marriage through subjects like predestination, quarks and ancient 
Creteñnever mortgages, dishwashers, credit cards, cradles. 

òWhat are you reading now?ó she asked lightly. 
òObits.  This old ladyõs survived by twenty-seven great-grand kids.  

Malthus would cringe.ó 

Ruth was pretty sure he hadnõt said that to spite herñhe couldnõt have 
realized what sheõd been thinking about all day long.  It had been over a year 
since sheõd last voiced the subject directly.  For her thirty-sixth birthday, heõd 

made reservations at the new sushi place, even though he didnõt really care for 
sushi.  Sheõd said something about how hard it would be to give up sushi and 

coffee and wine for nine months.  Heõd told her she could count herself lucky:  
sheõd never have to deny herself these pleasures.  They never made it to dinner.  
She ended up sleeping alone on top of the still-made bed, fully dressed.  He 

came home after riding the subway till dawn, brimming with a poem that was 
almost formed, shushing away all her attempts to apologize, asking only that 

she be quiet so he could fix the words on paper before they left him. 
òI bet she didnõt die alone.ó  Ruth said, knowing that she shouldnõt say 

even that.  She was simply unable to completely push aside the subject that 

had weighed on her since Chloe called during breakfast to say sheõd found a 
babysitter for tonight and could come after all.  Chloeõs twins had been giggling 
in the background, squealing as their father tickled them. 

òShe died at Mount Sinai,ó Ben said; òIõm sure the care was good.ó 
òThatõs not what I meant.ó 

òWhy are you even worried already about dying right now? We have 
plenty of time left.ó 

òBut not plenty of time for a baby.ó 

Ben snapped the paper so it stood up straight again.  His eyes werenõt 
moving. 

 òBabies enslave their parents,ó he said.  òLook at Paul and Chloe.  This 

is the first time theyõve been able to come out with us since they had those 
kids.  And I havenõt heard Chloe say anything intelligent in months; her 

comments have been confined almost entirely to the varied and miraculous 
workings of her progeniesõ digestive tracts.  The diapers alone have evidently 
cost thousands.ó 

 òWe could afford it.  Really, we could if youõd justñó 
òIf Iõd what?ó 

òYour father was a lawyer,ó she said; òwhen I married you, I just never 
thoughtéò 

òMy fatherõs a selfish alcoholic philanderer who spent his working life 

suing doctors for honest failures.  Is that what you want me to do?ó 
òNo, I just wishñó 
òI am who I am, Ruth.  Words are my legacy, not anything else.ó 

òLife is not about legacies.  Itõs about one day and then another.ó 
òYes it is.  So get yourself back together, Ruthñtry to enjoy tonight.ó 
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òI justñó 
 òJust stop.  Theyõll be here any minute.ó 

She hunched over the piano and stared at the front of the Lincoln 
Quarterly Review .  The photo on the cover, taken from half-way under the 
surface of a bright blue pool, showed a freckled child cringing in the instant 

before a belly-flop, one hand pushing into the water while all the rest of his 
corpulent flesh remained suspended in the sunlight.  She thought of all the 

summer afternoons in Tallahasseeñswimming pools and sprinkler jumping, 
sweet tea brewing on the front porch, muddy prints crisscrossing kitchen 
linoleum, the constant humming chaos spilling from within her parentsõ too-

small bungalow. 
She tested a note on the piano.  It was the wrong one.  She tried three 

more before finding the particular key sheõd been looking for.  From there, she 
could find her way to the song.  Her first two-fingered attempt was slow and 
stiltedñhardly recognizable as Brahmsõ Lullaby.  The second flowed more 

easily.  She began to mouth what scraps of verse she could recall. 
The pedestal table groaned suddenly as Ben used it to pull himself up 

out of his chair.  The bedroom door slammed behind him.  She played the song 

again, louderñpounding each note so hard that the joints in her fingers hurt.  
It occurred to her, briefly, that her mascara was probably running into the 

creases under her eyes.  She didnõt care.   
The knocking startled herñPaul and Chloe.  She aborted her song mid-

stanza and rushed toward the bedroom, stepping aside as Ben hurried out 

through the doorway to answer the front door; they slid past one another 
without touching. 

òSorry weõre so late,ó she heard Paul say to Ben in the front room.  
òBabysitterñour first time doing something like this.  Just getting out of the 
condo after she got there took forty-five minutes.  And then we forgot to leave 

our phone number, and she wasnõt answering our phone, so we had to go 
back.ó 

In front of the bathroom mirror, Ruth wiped her face off as best she 

could and reapplied a fresh coat of mascara.  Her eyes werenõt too terribly 
puffyñsheõd pass for happy in the dim evening. 

òOh Ruthie, how are you?ó Chloe asked, pulling Ruth in for two kisses 
and a hug. 

òWonderful.  You?ó 

òTired frazzled crazy good.ó 
And then Paul said something funny that Ruth didnõt hear, but she 

laughed along with everyone else anyway as they all trampled downstairs; sheõd 
always been good at doing what others needed her to do.  ôYouõll be such a good 
mother someday,õ her friends used to say.  But no one had said that lately, she 

realized as she followed Ben out into the light October rain. 
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Evanõs fascination with the lost city of Atlantis began shortly after his fatherõs 
plane crash, or maybe before, just after the tsunami. Either way, it worries me, 

my sonõs obsession with a place that has been lost as many times as it has 
been supposedly found.     

When I enter Evanõs bedroom, he is working at his desk on an extra 

credit project for his science class. I stare at the small-scale model of Atlantis, 
the alternate concentric circles of simulated land and sea. Acropolis Hill rests 

in the center of the fertile plain, made out of clay.   
òWhere did you go today?ó I ask.   
Evan shrugs. òSome stupid kid movie,ó he says, without looking up.  

About once a month Tony, Geoffõs best friend, insists on taking Evan to a 
ballgame or out to eat, or, this past summer, to his law office where Evan 

waited over an hour flipping through copies of Field & Stream  while Tony made 
a conference call.    

Evan is snacking on Funyuns, and crumbs litter his desk. I resist the 

urge to tell my thirteen-year-old to go get a plate. He repositions one of the 
modelõs stone walls. His tanned hands, his short fingers, even the wide nail 

beds, remind me of Geoffõs.     
When Tony drove off with Evan in his black Lexus this afternoon, I saw 

him drape his large hands over the top of the steering wheel, concealing his 

scars against the dash. His are the hands that reached into a burning Cessna 
to rescue my husband. The hands that failed.     

òYou know,ó I say now, òHitler was obsessed with Atlantis, too.ó  

Evan pops a chip in his mouth, crunching audibly. 
He wants to be an architect, like his father. Specifically a city planner. 

But he thinks the only way to build something that will stand the test of time is 
to study what has already been built and fallen, though, in the case of Atlantis, 
no genius in human engineering could have saved it. 

Evan once believed Atlantis could be found off the coast of Spain, until 
further research led him to Antarctica, then Sardinia. Now heõs on a Cyprus 
kick. While other kids in his class play computer games after school, he is 

surfing the Net for any nugget he can find on Sebastian Meyenhauser, a 
German explorer who claims he has definitively discovered Atlantis buried off 

the Southeast Coast of Cyprus. Through solar scans, Meyenhauser says he has 
identified man-made walls almost perfectly matching descriptions in Platoõs 
dialogues.   

I notice Evan struggling to glue one of the stone walls onto the model.   
òEvan?ó  

He throws his head back. òWhat?ó he mutters.  I reach out to touch his 
hair, but he jerks his head away.  

I sit at the foot of his bed. òWhat about Santorini?ó I ask, trying again.  
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òWhy couldnõt that be the location of Atlantis?ó Iõve been doing my own 
research on the fabled lost city and wonder if my son will noticeñor care.  

Evan is already shaking his head and launches into some theory about 
volcanoes and dates that donõt add up. He reaches for the Funyons and holds 
the bag out for me, still talking, forgetting himself. I take a chip even though I 

donõt want one. I watch his animated hands, hear the rising enthusiasm in his 
voice, and with a mix of awe and apprehension, all I can think is, My boy, my 
boy.   

 
Sitting on the front porch steps, I hug my legs and inhale the autumn air, thick 

with the sooty scent of dead leaves. The Cape Cod across the street has been 
on the market for over a year. Catty-corner to us lives a seventy-year-old 
woman whose husband passed away a month ago. Her curtains are always 

drawn. She is the third widow in our neighborhood since last fall, and I canõt 
help but wonder if our moving here has brought a black cloud over the well-

kept houses on this quiet, dead-end street. 
Weõve been in our Craftsman-style bungalow less than eighteen months, 

and Evan says he wants to move again, but I canõt. I still feel Geoff in every 

room. Sometimes I see him looking back at me from our bedroom door like he 
did those nine months ago, with a smile of contrition (he knew I disapproved of 

his flying with Tony) and joking, òIf Iõm not back by supper, send out a search 
party.ó  

Leaves skitter across the road. I want winter to come early. I want the 

darkness of movie theaters and the itchy claustrophobia of a wool scarf wound 
about my throat. I want to walk in a city of strangers with no desire to make a 
friend. I want this season of hacking coughs and runny noses to force me into 

bed with a bowl of chicken noodle soup and a bottle of NyQuil.  
But I have a boy to raise, a boy I must both mother and father, and so I 

crawl out of bed every morning. 
My next-door neighbor is yanking a campaign sign from her front yard. 

Her candidate lost. She looks over at me and shrugs as if to say, Iõve done all I 
can , then shakes her head as if to add, God help us .       

Iõm reminded of the e-mail three different people have forwarded to me, 

depicting Earth as negligible as a pencil point compared to the sun and other 
planets. The caption is from Psalm 8: What is man that y ou are mindful of him?   

 
The day after Christmas last year, when most families were still picking at 
leftover, carb-laden casseroles or trying out their latest gadgets, Geoff, Evan, 

and I played a round of Uno in front of the TV. As we passed around a king-size 
box of Captain Crunch, we noticed the anchorwomanõs grave face, her tapered 
fingertips pressed to her ear, trying to catch the latest news feed. Geoff stopped 

shuffling the cards. We all gaped at the ticker running across the bottom of the 
screen: Deadly earthquake rocks Southeast Asia/Indian Ocean. Thousands  
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estimated dead or missing.  

Jerky footage from a touristõs video camera captured men, women, and 

children trying to outrun the colossal wave. Seismologists and other experts 
were interviewed.  Diagrams popped up on the screen, the earthõs surface like a 
jigsaw puzzle, each piece representing a tectonic plate. When the Indo-

Australian plate collided with the Burma Plate, the impact was so great it 
caused the entire planet to vibrate at least half an inch. Some scientists 
predicted the earthquake would throw off the Earthõs rotation, shortening the 

length of the day by a few microseconds.   
But it was Geoff who could always see the silver lining. Born to Russian 

immigrants and raised in a two-room tenement apartment in a gang-ridden 
Philly neighborhood, his survival had depended on it. When before-and-after 
satellite images appeared on the TV, he pointed out new waterways the 

tsunami had carved into the land, different paths where perhaps new towns 
might one day sprout. He explained how millions of years ago, not even India 

was located where it is now. The land lost in the tsunami was merely land left 
behind after no telling how many other natural disasters.  

Evan seemed to find some solace in this geography lesson, shuffling the 

cards again, but I kept thinking of how close we lived to the New Madrid Fault 
Line, how even the most solid foundations were laid on ever-shifting ground.     

 

An outreach committee member from New Directions calls midmorning. It was 
Geoffõs idea to start going to church again, and I tried to keep it up after he 

passed, for Evanõs sake, but I dreaded the forced fellowship of it, resented the 
women who persisted in bringing over whole wheat pasta dishes and òliftingó 
me up in prayer. Sometimes I willed their prayers not to touch me, so I did not 

have to reconcile how the same God who allowed raging waters to swallow 
thousands in a single day could also be concerned with saving one woman 
from the undertow of her grief.  

Today, the outreach committee is collecting clothing for a family who has 
relocated to Louisville after losing their home in Katrina. There are five 

children. They need everything. òAll those things people like us take for 
granted,ó the woman from the church says. People like us?   I want to tell her I 
have more in common now with the displaced. I offer some of the clothes Evan 

has outgrown and an old propane gas grill.   
òAny suits?ó she asks. òThe husband needs some interview outfits.ó 

I work my way back to the bedroom, open the closet door. On one side of 
the walk-in closet are Geoffõs pressed shirts and pants, organized by color and 
frequency of wear. Just how he left them. I reach my hand inside the silk-lined 

pocket of the suit jacket in which I recently discovered the folded piece of 
paper. I reread the undecipherable random jottings: Bring s.p. Call F. Tell M. we 
need more chõs.    

I put back the note and shut the closet door. òNo,ó I tell the woman from 
the church.  
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Meyenhauser has received the greenlight from Cyprus government officials to 

do a dive off the coast of Cyprus. In this second expedition he will gather 
evidence of the man-made structures, canals, and stone wall he believes he 
found through sonar imaging on his first expedition. The Discovery Channel 

will track his progress and air a documentary. I have circled the date on our 
calendar.   

Over the past few weeks Iõve become more interested in Meyenhauserõs 

claims. I find myself taking repeated breaks from my latest graphic design 
project to check for new postings on Meyenhauserõs website. In one picture the 

German explorer looks younger than I had expected. He has dark skin and 
hairñalso a surprise. He is on a boat wearing Bermuda shorts, a pale blue 
short-sleeve shirt, and a necklace with a pendant shaped like a stalagmite. I 

wonder if itõs an artifact from one of his expeditions. There is something 
endearing about Meyenhauser. I like his confident smile, his dark, reassuring 

eyesñso much like Geoffõs.       
Evan has read Meyenhauserõs book at least five times and is now 

convinced, like the young explorer, that a volcano triggered the earthquakes 

that caused the epochal flood that destroyed Atlantis.  Tonight there is a show 
on The History Channel about supervolcanoes.   

òYou and Dad went to Pompeii, didnõt you?ó Evan asks during a 

commercial break.  
My heart quickens. Itõs been months since Evan has even mentioned his 

father. He is sitting cross-legged on the floor, his pencil poised above his math 
homework, but I sense his held breath, waiting for my reply.   

òWe did. The year I found out I was pregnant with you.ó  

I remember now something Iõd forgotten: the look on Geoffõs face when I 
told him the news. So many years of trying and hoping, and then that sudden, 
almost imperceptible, flash of fear before he smiled and knelt before me, 

pressing his cheek to my stomach, hiding his eyes.  
Evan wants to know what Pompeii was like, what kinds of artifacts we 

saw. I tell him about the sophisticated bathhouses. The amphitheater where 
gladiators fought criminals, slaves, and beastsñoften to the death. The erotic 
art. An image of a penis etched onto the sidewalk, pointing toward what was 

once a brothel. Evan winces at this last detail, but I can tell by the grin heõs 
fighting back that he secretly appreciates it.  I tell him these things because I 

think they are the types of details a father might tell his adolescent son.  
What I donõt mention: the remains of those buried alive under the ash 

when Mount Vesuvius erupted, preserved and displayed now under glass for 

gawking tourists, their facial expressions eternally frozen in fear or panic, but 
mostly in horror. And the pregnant woman who died lying facedown, her arm 
curved around the side of her belly, as if to protect her innocent child. Ordinary 

people going about their ordinary lives when one day the earth belched its fiery 
fury and, poof, they were gone.   
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òWe have pictures,ó I say.  
òI know,ó Evan says.   

When the program is over, he stares transfixed at the rolling credits.  
òThatõs how itõs going to happen,ó he says. 

òWhat?ó 

He seems to snap out of his trance and sighs, as if I should already 
understand his meaning. òThe end of the world,ó he says. òPeople are worried 
about global temperatures rising one or two degrees over the next decade, but 

try something like twenty degrees overnight.ó   
His voice is tinged with nervous excitement, a primal energy, and for the 

first time I begin to question the amount of educational programming Iõve 
allowed him to watch. 

I donõt have the heart to tell him that it wonõt be a volcanic eruption or 

tsunami or hurricane or asteroid or plane crash that will likely get most of us, 
but rather something commonplace, like heart disease or cancer.  Maybe we 

obsess over cataclysmic events to avoid the abhorrent idea of dying a slow, 
unmemorable death.   

 

The next evening at a parent-teacher conference, I sit across from Evanõs 
English teacher, an empty chair beside me. Evanõs teacher has asked each 
student to keep a daily journal. She collects the notebooks every week to make 

sure the students are writing. My son, the teacher informs me, hasnõt turned in 
his journal in weeks.   

At home, after Evan leaves for a friendõs house, I scour his bedroom, 
searching his closet, under the bed and mattress, inside dresser drawers. I 
should feel guilty for this trespassing, but Iõm too focused on the hunt. Iõve 

almost forgotten what Iõm looking for when I uncover the writing journal under 
a tower of books.   

I turn back the cover. There, in my sonõs small, unconfident handwriting, 

is this: 
I asked Tony if he would take me to the place where the plane went down. 

Mom still doesnõt know. Sheõs never been and I didnõt want her getting all upset. 
We drove for like an hour into another county and we got out of the car and 
walked into these woods but Tony couldnõt remember exactly where they 
crashed. I think we kept going around in one big circle but I didnõt want to say 
anything and then we couldnõt find the path back to the car and Tony started 

crying. He said he was s orry and that it should have been him instead.  
I wish Iõd never gone. We never even found the place and I felt bad for 

making Tony cry.  
I stare at the empty lines on the last half of the page. I turn to the next 

page, but it is blank, as is the next. I can tell, though, by the ragged fringe of 
paper along the spiral-bound edge that pages have been ripped out.   

 
Evan takes a bite of his sub sandwich, mayonnaise oozing, and looks out over  
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the Ohio River from our waterfront bench. His eyes are unreadable, reflecting 
the gray slate of water. He is seated a good three feet from me, and I imagine 

the occasional passerby mistaking us for strangers.       
Earlier I drove him to some of the buildings Geoffõs architectural firm 

recently restored as part of a downtown revitalization project. òSee that 

frontispiece?ó I asked Evan when we stood at the entrance of the old Meerõs 
Theatre. òThat was your fatherõs idea.ó Geoff had incorporated some of the 
original stained glass and brick into the new design. 

I now point out Riverside Lofts on the other side of the overpass, one of 
Geoffõs projects. These are the places and things I want Evan to associate with 

his fatherñnot some lost crash site.   
But Evan doesnõt seem impressed. He wants proof. òWhereõs his name?ó 

he asks. òHow will anyone know?ó 

The same thought had crossed my mind on a rainy day back in February 
when an officer from the sheriffõs department agreed to take me to Geoffõs crash 

site. It was a Sunday, his day off, and I knew he didnõt want to be there 
anymore than I. As we hiked into the woods, I could see my breath, heard the 
occasional sound of the mud suctioning our boots. The small clearing where 

the plane went down was nothing like I imagined. No signs of scorched earth. 
No overlooked fuselage. It was as if the autumn rains and winter snows had 
washed away what had happened there, the earth absorbing every trace. I 

closed my eyes and tried to hear the secrets of that space, tried to hear Geoffõs 
voice, his last thoughts. But the only sound I heard was a woodpecker drilling 

on a hollow tree. 
I think now of the note I found in Geoffõs suit pocket. The random 

jottings. What did they mean? They seem significant somehow.  Revelatory.  A 

coded message from the grave. Or maybe they are just words on paper. A 
mundane to-do list. Sacred only in their inscrutability.       

  

I yell for Evan that the documentary is about to start. He has been playing 
basketball all afternoon, something he used to do at least once a week with his 

father.  He shuffles into the family room, his head rolling on his neck, as if Iõve 
asked him to move heavy furniture. He bypasses the couch on which I sit and 
plops into the recliner, yanks the lever, and up go his feet.  

I have made popcorn and place the bowl on the coffee table where he can 
reach. He loves popcorn, but he doesnõt take even a handful, God forbid I 

should misconstrue his snacking for a thank you.  
Despite having long anticipated the documentary, neither of us seems 

too enthused. I sense that Evan, like me, isnõt interested in sharing 

Meyenhauser with the world. We want him for ourselves. We want to protect 
him from the interviewerõs nettling questions.   

Meyenhauser sits across from the reporter on a boat off the coast of 

Cyprus. His eyes are concealed by dark sunglasses, the sunõs orange globe 
burning behind him against a purple- and red-streaked sky.  
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The reporter voices the doubts of Meyenhauserõs many detractors. One 
scientist says the images Meyenhauser obtained on his first expedition of the 

central hill of Atlantis are actually images of an ancient volcanic ridge ringed 
with mudslides. Another scientist maintains there is no way Meyenhauser 
could have seen man-made structures on his last expedition. Side-sonar 

imaging only allows one to see the bottom of objects. And what about the fact 
that Plato suggested Atlantis was outside the Straits of Gibraltar? That it was 
bigger than Libya and Asia Minor combined? 

Meyenhauser skirts around these questions, as if they arenõt worth his 
time. He contends that his findings on his second expedition are a victory for 

his team, even though some of the structures he thought were man-made are 
actually mud.  Unfortunately, his team could only penetrate this mud up to 
about a foot.   

òItõs hard to communicate to a layperson just how difficult it is to observe 
the ocean floor, much less to see whatõs underneath,ó Meyenhauser explains. 

But he is convinced all it will take is core samples from the seabed to prove 
that the rectangular valley in question was once Atlantis. òThe only thing 
preventing us from uncovering the truth is time itself,ó Meyenhauser boasts. 

The documentary is over, and I eat the last popcorn kernel in the bottom 
of the bowl. Despite the overwhelming lack of evidence, I feel somehow more 
confident about Meyenhauserõs claims. I get the feeling the young explorer isnõt 

letting on to all he knows. I suspect that he, in a few years, maybe longer, but 
certainly in my lifetime, will have unearthed the lost city.   

Evan snorts. I look over at him. òThis guyõs never going to find jack shit,ó 
he says. 

I wouldõve told him to watch his mouth if my own hadnõt filled with a 

bitter tang.  òWhy do you say that?ó  
He is sucking on the drawstring of his hooded basketball sweatshirt, a 

look of disdain on his face. òHe never took off his sunglasses,ó he says. òHe 

never let you see his eyes.ó   
Iõm licking butter off my fingers when he says this, and I suddenly feel 

nauseous, a hot-cold rush of emotion welling up inside me. So many untold 
stories behind Geoffõs dark, reassuring eyes. I try to picture his hardscrabble 
childhood, of which he rarely spoke. His bachelor years traveling overseas: 

Spain, France, Germany, Italy. But why never Russia, his ancestral home? 
Who was that girl from Brussels in the scrapbook photo? Or the elderly woman 

who showed up at his funeral, a black scarf tied around her headñgone before 
anyone could catch her name?   

I told him everything. He was my world.                 

Outside the basketball thumps on the driveway, then that familiar 
metallic twang as the ball strikes the rim, missing the net.   

 

It is after midnight when I finally give up on sleep and throw back the covers. I 
flip the switch in the walk-in closet and stand there, blinking, trying to adjust  
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to the artificial light. The size of the closet, the quantity of clothes Iõve 
accumulated over the years, sickens me. I yank shirts and pants off their 

hangers, throwing them onto the floor, freeing myself at last of old outfits Iõve 
held onto, thinking some day they might come back into vogue or fit me like 
they once did.  I strip the closet down to elementals. Black and white T-shirts. 

A pair of jeans. A black dress. Five pairs of shoes. No, four. Still more than the 
Katrina victims have.  

I turn to Geoffõs side of the closet. I begin collecting some of his clothes 

but stop when I come to the suit jacket. I reach into the pocket and withdraw 
the folded piece of paper.   

I reread the cryptic message, my eyes lingering on the words òbring,ó 
òcall,ó and òtell.ó Action words. I repeat them in my head, like a mantra. Bring. 
Call. Tell.  I slip the jacket silently off its wooden hanger and tuck the note back 

in the pocket, for someone else to find.        
On my way to retrieve a bag for the clothes, I think I hear Evan call my 

name.  
òEvan?ó The window in his bedroom is wide open, and I feel like I just 

stepped outside.   

òWhat if it isnõt true?ó he mumbles. òWhat if it is  only a myth?ó   
I walk over to his bed.  òOkay,ó I say, sitting on the edge of the mattress, 

looking down at my hands but not seeing them in the darkness. òSuppose Plato 
did pull the story out of his ass.ó I hear a noise like a soft kiss, Evanõs lips 
parting in perhaps a smile. òBut werenõt you the one who told me all myths are 

based on some kernel of truth?ó      
I feel him shrug.   

I donõt know what else to say, and what Iõve offered is only another 
question. His leg feels bony, skeletal next to mine, reminding me of how young 
he is, but also how old.  

I reach up and stroke his hairñhe allows meñand I canõt help wondering 
what kind of man he will become. If he will build things that will stand the test 

of time. If he will remember the year we waited for word that a lost city had 
been found. The year we felt the days shorten and our little corner of the earth 
tremble. The year we believed a chunk of the world could disappear in a day 

because weõd seen it happen in our own time.   
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