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Editor’s Note

Fiction

We went back and forth on the idea of doing a theme this time, and in the end our
contributors made the decision for us. While the submission period was un-themed, the
pieces that floated to the top of our inbox all seemed to coalesce around a certain type of
person. Once we had made our decisions and spread the pages out on our figurative table, we
had our theme: Double-dealers.
Take a look at the prose and you’ll find them everywhere. You’ll find a particularly
egregious one in the woods of Matthew Roy Davey’s brilliantly-paced “Evergreen,” where
even the clocks are sinister. You’ll find them all over Italy in “Vesuvius Watching” by Thomas M. McDade, in which a sailor in the U.S. Navy comes into contact with a very different
Europe than the postcard images tend to portray. Keep reading, and the double dealers will
keep tugging. You’ll find, in DS Levy’s arresting short short, “Wealth Management,” that you
might be one of them when you’ve counted all of your change.
Entrust your narrative sensibilities to “Wonderland” by Lisa Johnson Mitchell and
you’ll land, disoriented, in a double-dealer’s apartment, incredulous that this place can
exist so comfortably. Get on the train with Tamar Gribetz to find yourself joining one, then
trapped by one, eventually left with a grim and irreversible reality as the Amtrak ride of
“Hollow Comfort” comes to a close.
The poetry, in keeping with the typical aspects of its form, is harder to pin down.
“Marrakech - 1998” by Lyn Sperry exposes the internal monologues of two characters who
have taken divergent approaches to their religious cultures as they speak to one another in
muted tones. “At Ten” by Joan Hofmann bursts into your mind with images of faith and decay, landing at a strikingly visceral conclusion.
The language of “On Listening to Van Halen after Asking Someone for a Half-Million
Dollar Charitable Gift” by Gabriel Welsch dodges and weaves but, try as it might, can’t get
away from its central word. Concluding the poetry is DS Maolalai’s “2am,” in which the abstract becomes personified, and frightened, in supremely-crafted lines.
All told, these works are a tremendous way to end our second year of existence. As
always, we heartily thank our contributors and readers for making this issue what it is.

Matthew Roy Davey

Katie Sions
Editor-in-Chief
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I spoke to her over the gate the other day, my own daily trip down the garden path,
weather permitting. She’s on the road to recovery, as they say, and none too happy with
the neighbours, but what does she expect? Half the homes are owned by Londoners, it’s
hardly the same place anymore. John had one on each side, like a siege. They appeared
a couple of years ago, a trickle at first, the brave ones, the pioneers. Into the wilderness
they ventured, and now they’re everywhere, swanning about with fancy buggies and kids
with daft names, getting vegetable boxes delivered and taking down the satellite dishes. Someone’ll get a bargain with his. It’ll need some work though, fumigation first and
foremost.
There wasn’t much I could have done for him, not in my condition. I used to watch,
keep an eye out. He’d leave the house once a week for the half mile walk to McDonald’s,
bony as a bird, lost in his trousers. He was quite the athlete in his youth, not that you’d
know.

Evergreen
Matthew Roy Davey

H

is name was John, a strong name though not remarkable. When they found him
he weighed less than his Christmas tree. It was February and even the most festive souls had taken down their bunting, but not John. In his window the lights kept
blinking through the net curtains, all hours of the day, all hours of the night. Every time
I peered from my window I’d see them flashing on the tree, brittle limbs silhouetted by
the glow of his standard lamp.
Christmas was a time he always loved, the one time of year he’d eat a proper meal. He
must have missed that last one though. It’s always sad when life’s simple pleasures are
denied. Maybe that’s why he left, by way of protest.
Can’t say I blame him.
Christmas doesn’t mean much to me, my tree comes out of a box. Two foot high with
decorations attached, up on Christmas Eve and away on Boxing Day, no messy needles.
His tree was always delivered and the tinsel hung before November was out, that’s why
no one thought it odd that the lights kept flashing. The TV was on too, always on, volume low but always on, for the company I suppose.

But I knew, I never forgot.
He’d always look up to my window when he set off, couldn’t help himself, and I’d be
looking back, a momentary glance but our eyes would meet through the net curtains.
We never waved. Half an hour later there he’d be, back with his paper sack. Only ever
ate half of it, into the bin with the rest. All the other days he ate mash, just mash, and
not real mash at that. Smash. Instant mash, just pour in hot water and stir. I don’t
imagine he had the strength to do the mashing, I don’t imagine he had the wherewithal to peel and boil proper spuds, stirring probably took it out of him. His niece said he
couldn’t even change a light bulb.
His father was a drinker, everybody knew it. Horrible man. If only John had let himself
be looked after it could all have been avoided. But at least he had the niece to talk to.
That’s important, being able to talk to someone, anyone. Otherwise, what have you got
to judge yourself by, to know that you really exist? You’ve got to be able to tell someone,
tell them something, anything, it doesn’t matter what. You’ve got to have someone listen, to know that someone’s there, otherwise there’s nothing but the echo, and that’s not
much use. Plenty of marriages like that, nothing but the echo. Or so I’m told. Better to
have lost they say. But to lose you must have had. Ah well. Time passes.
The tree still had its needles, each clinging halfway on. But then, at the first touch, the
first disturbance, all must fall. Down to the carpet. What a beautiful sound it must have
made. Like a sigh.

He’d have been found earlier if a drunk hadn’t crashed into his niece’s taxi. She was his
lifeline, used to stop by at least once a week. I’d watch her park her little car and walk
down the garden path, bracing herself. But with her on life support, he was all alone.

The ASDA van came once a week. Smash and cider, milk and tea, and cigarettes of
course. They say his tongue was furred with smoking, a brown mat. Imagine kissing
that goodnight. And the cans he left outside for the bin men, a golden mountain glinting
in the sun, clouds of drunken wasps in the summer. It used to brighten my day watching folk scurry past, ducking and weaving.
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He wasn’t short of a penny, inherited everything, house and all and still picked up a giro.
God knows, his outgoings were small. Cider, mash and cigarettes and fifty two burgers
a year. The stuff in the house was nice, his parents’ furniture, the crockery and so on.
I used to like going over there. His sister and I would play with dolls but I’d really be
there for him. I wonder if it’s worth anything, all that stuff. Most of it must be ruined,
coated in grease. Some things never wash out. I don’t suppose his clock kept time either.
I used to watch him running down by the brook in Bluebell Wood. I didn’t tell his niece
about that. The way he’d leap the stream, vault the gatepost, legs stretching, muscles
taut, same time every day, wind, rain or sun. Lovely legs he had. Never even glanced at
me. Off he’d go from his front door, yellow shorts and lime green singlet. I’d look at the
time, right down to the minute hand, then, as soon as he was out of sight I’d go haring
out of my own front door, race down the alley and over the stile, taking the short cut. I
was always watching. Little did I know that I was being watched myself.
When I think of how I used to run. Hard to imagine it’s the same body. Down the little
muddy lane I go, down to the woods, following the stream that leads to the river. I get
there breathless, to the broken tree where I always wait, see how much time has passed
and then when he runs by make a note in my book. I’d wait, watch him heading up the
hill for home, always getting faster, slowly but surely improving, and then I was alone
again. It was cool and dark in there, peaceful, bluebells breaking through the muddy
ground.
I’d smile, but he never looked my way. Apart from that one time. Locked in his head,
locked in his running. I was two years younger, always was. I could never catch up. But
it wasn’t that. He never noticed anyone, or if he did, he didn’t show it. Eyes down as
though searching for something he’d dropped.
He never moved out of that house, stayed at home all his life. Once a year to Woolacombe with his mother on the coach, a week in a guesthouse. His dad died first which
must have been a relief, and then John stopped working. His mother went on for a
couple of years before he put her in a care home. She never came out. It went downhill
from there really. I heard he never visited, not even once.
All that cider. His eyes were yellow, bright yellow, bright like they’d been coloured in
with a highlighter. I can still see him now, furtive face, skin like a chicken. Toothless
from the sugar too, the sugar in the booze, mouth puckered as a cat’s behind. Beige cardigan, holes at the elbows. Shuffle, shuffle in his slippers. The children were cruel. He
gave up answering his door in the end.
We were too old for dolls, me and his sister. He had two, sisters I mean, one older, one
younger. Neither visited, haven’t seen them in years. They used to dote on him back
then though, them and his mother. Maybe that was what made the father act the way
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he did. I was always uncomfortable when he was around, when he came home from
work. My friend would grow quiet, listening for the rattle of the gate, the key in the
door, glancing at her alarm clock. You could see the tension in her body, her tense little
body, shifting, unable to settle. I hated that clock, hated Mickey Mouse. Blank eyes and
a manic grin, white gloves on thin black arms, stretching to point to the numbers. Those
spotless white gloves, what did he need to wear gloves for? And only four fingers. It still
gives me the creeps.
But we loved the dolls. I used to bring mine over, but they weren’t as nice as hers. She
had a beautiful doll’s house her father had made. We’d have died if our pals had found
out, but we’d been friends since nursery school. We trusted each other and enjoyed
playing even if we did know it was silly. Seems fine now. Stay young as long as you can,
you’re old for ages. We told each other that the other girls probably did it too, in secret,
like calling your parents mummy and daddy and enjoying a cuddle, things you’d rather
die than admit in the playground.

He always smelled of cigarettes, sometimes alcohol.
Spirits. In a strange way it reminded me of Christmas.
Her dad would come in the room while we were playing, wouldn’t say much, just a quick
hello. She’d get up and go to kiss him but she never looked him in the eye. It was duty,
not love. Her body would stiffen as they embraced. She never looked happy like I felt
when my daddy came in. Once I looked up and he was watching me, his head over her
shoulder, and there was something in his eyes that made me go cold. He smiled and
then he winked. A crystal of ice formed in my tummy, spread up into my chest, clutching my lungs. He’d always hold her just a bit too long. I’d be sitting cross-legged on the
floor, taking extra care to keep my knickers from showing. When he let her go she’d go
right across the room, as far from him as possible. He’d keep standing there, watching
us. “Carry on girls,” he’d say, and the sound of air whistling through his nostrils would
fill the silence of the room. He always smelled of cigarettes, sometimes alcohol. Spirits.
In a strange way it reminded me of Christmas. That was the only time my dad opened a
bottle of whisky, but those were happy times, laughing times and I didn’t like her father
reminding me of that. I always felt more nervous when he smelled of Christmas.
One day Mum told me I wasn’t allowed to go over any more. She never said why. Not
long after that his sister told everyone at school about me and the dolls. She left her part
out, of course. She told everyone that I was always over there, knocking on her door,
dollies in hand, wanting to play. How they laughed.
It was the smell that made the neighbors call the council in the end. I hate to think
what it must have been like, heat turned up full, clouds of flies in the living room. Even
at school he didn’t take care of himself. Not that his mother didn’t keep him in clean
clothes, but he never showered after sports, not like the other boys. If you caught him

9

straight after it was quite pleasant, a manly aroma, heady.
His niece came out of it the day they found him. Some might call that a coincidence.
And then the newspapers came.
I didn’t go to his funeral, I wasn’t invited. That surprised me, there must have been
plenty of seats to spare. You’d have thought they’d take whoever they could get. I didn’t
mention it to the niece, I don’t suppose it was her fault, what with her not being long off
the ward. I suppose nobody knew I was here.
No one knew I was there that day either. I never told anyone I was going to the woods.
Why would I? The only person who knew was he who passed and never looked. I was
alone by the broken tree, breathing in the heavy scent of bluebells. I didn’t hear the
footsteps. And then the hand clamped over my mouth and time seemed to go slow but
fast at the same time and my brain couldn’t keep up with what was happening. I felt so
alone, like an astronaut on a space walk. The birds stopped singing and all I could hear
was his whistling nose, the stink of whisky and his hand so big, so big on my mouth,
almost covering my mouth, hard to breathe, his other hand rummaging, fumbling. It
went on, it went on, I don’t know for how long. He didn’t say a word and all I could see
was the sun dapple down through the leaves of the elm trees, the stream babbling like
nothing was wrong. His hands were rough and smelled of engine oil and tobacco. I
concentrated on praying to Jesus, who I’d never had much time for up until then, and
the whistle of his breath kept getting louder and faster. A fly was buzzing in my ear and
then John appeared. I saw the lime and yellow and realized that he should have gone
past a long time before. He had been watching. I remember feeling embarrassed later,
that he might have seen. But he wasn’t looking at me, he was looking at whoever was
holding me and he wasn’t running anymore, he was just standing staring. There was hatred in his eyes and fear and I was thinking, thank you God, thank you Jesus, you were
listening after all. But then he put his head down and carried on. He started running up
the hill. He left me.

It would be nice to go and lay some flowers. Heaven knows how I’ll make it to the cemetery, I can’t very well ask her to take me and I’m not asking anyone else. You show any
weakness and before you know it they’re in your house, meddling, trying to take over,
tell you how it should be done. Perhaps I could save for a taxi.
The cans are gone from the garden, it looks almost tidy now. The tree’s still there
though, propped against the pebbledash, leaning by the door. Not a needle on it, naked
and brown, ending in a stump.
Time passes.
I sometimes think of her lying in that bedroom, dolls on the floor, staring at those Mickey Mouse hands, willing them to go faster, springs creaking, wondering how long it
would last. Four fingers.
The ‘for sale’ sign went up today, each hammer blow sinking it deeper into the lawn.
Soon they’ll be coming, casting their beady eyes around. Soon I’ll be the only one left.
They won’t get me though. I’ll go on. I’ll catch him up. I always knew I would in the
end.

The hand withdrew like an eel. Was this the moment, I thought, when he silences me,
when the hand moves to my windpipe. I wasn’t so young that I hadn’t read stories in the
papers. A mouth pressed to my ear and a voice told me he’d kill me if I told and I knew
the voice and then I was on the ground, pushed to the packed earth, knees and palms
scraped bloody. I heard him moving up the hill, breathing, hurrying. I don’t know how
long I stayed there with my face pressed to the mud, but when I got up I couldn’t find
my notebook with the times in.
I never liked the way Dad smelled at Christmas after that.
I told Mum I’d fallen over. She dabbed mercurochrome onto my hands and knees, purple blotches, and told me to stop crying, that I wasn’t a baby anymore. She was angry I’d
got blood on my dress. She was never really cross like that. I wonder if she knew.
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Marrakech - 1998
Lyn Sperry
When the sandstorm came
we were in the street and huddled like grapes.
Hassan handed me a kerchief
to press over my mouth to keep my teeth
from crunching the wind.
Later we sat at the café —I was the only woman there.
The mosaic of the tabletop
was sea, turmeric, imagined snow,
with a bowl of lemons singing sunshine.
Color on clay under fruit in undulating heat.
Hassan asked me What religion are you?
I said Nothing but I was raised Catholic.
He said How could you abandon your faith?
I said It was speaking ash, smelling pepper. He said
Allah is a sky I fly in. He is more powerful even
than the United States.
You must reconsider your own.
I said la, la, la— no, no, no.
I thought he is sand not ocean. He is a slave to an imagined past.
Hassan thought she is salt without sugar. She will be
the mother of a shriveled child. Our differences smoldered
like crimes.
The meal tasted like one hundred lemons in my mouth.
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plain sometime. She was old and stooped. Her smile was constant as if her super-white
dentures would distract from the slack face and its wrinkles. One front tooth was gold
framed. Resting her chin on her cane her face became a lighthouse beacon. She smoked
a small pipe. Her puffs punctuated her perfect English. I gave her a five-star write-up in
my journal.

Vesuvius Watching
Thomas M. McDade

D

ue to the oil shortage, the USS Ramply (DD-810) spent more time tied up in Naples than the Sixth Fleet brass had intended. Okay with me, although I did miss the
flying fish and leaping porpoises escorting the ship flaunting their freedom, phosphorescence for footlights, as well as the wealth of stars a boiler tender said marked the torches
carried by jilted lovers all the way back to the Stone Age. His heavenly readings were
brief. After pounding on the captain’s stateroom door to order an end to a midnight
refueling, he got out on a medical. I was a short timer, due for discharge soon after our
return to Norfolk. I must say I enjoyed the threat of Vesuvius looming in the distance.
I would have appreciated a mild eruption for the sake of the journal I’d been keeping
since finishing boot camp, not a big deal, no shortage of memorable entries. I used two
photos for markers, a brilliant sunrise I’d seen in Izmir and a splendid sunset in Bordeaux. I couldn’t find the right words to describe either, had a mediocre string going.
Bianca called me over as I stared at a photo of a horse named Ribot on the wall of
her bar located on Via Giuseppe Verdi. British bred but Italian trained, he’d ruled European tracks. That’s what we first had in common. I’d worked as a hot walker at a couple
of Rhode Island tracks before joining the Canoe Club. I loved gabbing about the “sport
of kings.” She asked my name. “Tom McCall,” I said.
“Tommaso!” she responded, shaking my hand.
She sat with her back to the Ribot wall while keeping a close watch on all that
went on before her. No desire to end up shot dead like Wild Bill Hickok who didn’t insist
on a like positioned seat during his last poker game. That remark puzzled me. She’d ex-
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She wore a blue and white kerchief that reminded me of the Maritime Flag,
“Mike,” white X across a field of blue, a string of pearls rested on her black dress. When
I showed up for shore patrol duty it was the first time she’d seen me in uniform. Spying the crossed flags on my rating badge, she did a double take. Her human “Mike”
was a signalman too and her lover. She insisted I sit down to talk and offered a drink. I
turned her down on alcohol of course but accepted an espresso, strong stuff that spun
my eyeballs. She tweaked her cheek and kissed the air after her first sip. Mike taught her
semaphore. His ship, the USS Caulfield (AD-55), a destroyer tender was home ported in
Naples. Rare times the Caulfield sailed, Bianca would be on the pier, signaling goodbyes.
He was a Marlboro cigarette source. They made some good money on the black market. After discharge, he returned to Tennessee where he became a disc jockey on an FM
country-western station. Each month he’d send a pack of forty-fives to keep her jukebox
current until a motorcycle accident killed him. She’d worn black since. Bianca never
named her new music connection. On top of the red and white checked tablecloth that
also served as a desk was a record left outside in a blistering sun to mold. Bianca called
it magic, a miracle that it became a perfectly formed ashtray. The song on the roasted
platter was “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.” Mike was the one who told
her about Wild Bill Hickok’s chair. I felt like a rank amateur tobacco wise. Besides my
gift of two packs each sailor could take off the ship, I’d stick one in each sock top for her.
After a day at the Agnano Race Course, I stopped by Bianca’s with some good
news. She’d given me money to put on a horse named Leopold Lemon that won by nine
lengths. No matter how many races I watched I couldn’t get used to thoroughbreds running clockwise. I never adjusted to the wrong lane vehicles driving by horn either. I had
a pocketful of lire for her, more than a hundred American dollars. Handing over the loot
released a story. A scene in a movie was filmed at the track, Marriage Italian Style, Sophia Loran and Marcello Mastroianni the stars. She pulled out two framed photos from
the briefcase always at her side, both autographed, “Love” written large on his. “They
stood at that bar, drank Peroni beers,” she said, pointing and then raising her right hand
as if about to testify at a trial.
The Leopold horse was a favorite of hers by way of the James Joyce novel Ulysses: Leopold being the main character and a bar of lemon soap figuring in the plot. Her
interest in the book was the result of a liaison with a professor from the great state of
Connecticut. She got that “great” business from drunken sailors howling about Texas and Oklahoma. The scholar’s name was Lucien Bertone. He was searching for data
about Joyce’s time in Italy. Bianca directed him to a Franciscan nun friend in Padua
who was of minimal help. Sheer serendipity did the trick. Bertone walked into the public library, asked to see any material on James Joyce they might own. They supplied the
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papers scholars had been hunting for years. Simon and Schuster published a book that
Bertone built around two of the documents. In the acknowledgements, Bianca, the nun,
and librarians were credited. Academia didn’t applaud Bertone, called his work shoddy,
nothing but lucky detective work. She showed me an autographed copy. She would have
given me one if she had an extra, but she did present me with a paperback copy of Ulysses with many notations in the margins and alongside the table of contents, “Sexy” written next to chapter thirteen, “Nausicaa,” among others. Bianca said the beat-up volume
had character. An American hippie traded it for a drink. She and Bertone corresponded
regularly.

Bianca gave vivid accounts of disturbances when a sailor
found the surprise handle.
At Bianca’s Bar, a plank hanging off chains over the jukebox read WHERE A
SAILOR COMES TO HAVE A BEER AND HEAR A COUNTRY SONG. Legend had it
that a sub sailor sitting on his pal’s shoulders wrapped toilet paper around all but the
first four words. Bianca’s WC was one of the few bars that had rolled TP. Most watering
holes provided a dangerously dainty pre-sliced product. Not that the words left visible
were a lie. Streetwalkers were in and out of Bianca’s fishing for business. A back door led
to a shed with a bed big enough for a couple but acrobatics risky. A machinist mate who
was always shouting “Alla Casalinga,” broke his arm and landed on report for damaging
government property.
When I stopped at Bianca’s at night, either as short patrol or on liberty, she’d
present me with a quiz. Which one of the beauties at the bar was a deceiver? I guessed
wrong most of the time. It was wonderful to see a First Class or CPO who was a jerk
swapping spit with a faux. Bianca gave vivid accounts of disturbances when a sailor
found the surprise handle. I would have loved to see an officer fooled. There was a button installed under her table to alert the permanent shore patrol, leathernecks, when the
premises was about to erupt. Another turned off the jukebox if an overplayed song bored
her. She had to pull here gem-studded pistol on a boatswain mate who’d gotten a “Dear
John” and required his true love’s favorite song to back his tears rippling his beer. The
song was “Love is Like a Butterfly,” Dolly Parton. Bianca shouted, “Get the Goddamned
net,” as she’d hit the switch. When he threatened to kill her, she didn’t wait for the Marines, merely shot into the ceiling. He high tailed into the night.
Shipmates began teasing me: “Some rob the cradle, others the grave,” along with
“Nice you spend so much time with your granny.” They shut up after I was able to get
Bianca to install their favorites tunes. She usually ignored them. The only song I ever
asked for was George Jones’s novelty song, “The Race Is On.” Occasionally, she’d sing
some lines:
True love’s scratched for another’s sake

The race is on and it looks like heartaches
And the winner loses all.
Word got to the department head about me spending so much shore patrol
time at Bianca’s place. I suspected a quartermaster named Ponce. Death threats made
against him resulted in transfer to the Ramply from the carrier Randolph. He’d informed on a sailor who smuggled a woman on board on a bet while anchored in Valencia. I had to cool it, spend more time around the campfire girls who kept a barrel
blazing. They used the walls of the Castle Nuevo to service sailors. At times, there were
disputes about supplemental charges. All I had to do was mention the Marines and that
was that. The women didn’t want to waste the time. The sailors didn’t want concussions.
One hooker sat on a nearby garden wall. Sailors called her Humpty Dumpty and such
was her appeal, a customer would have to be “fall” down drunk. I dropped in at the USO
where some believed the Budweiser contained formaldehyde. Rarely much happening
outside of prim, pretty, and proper volunteers to dance with, lie and dream about. At the
Lido Lark Lounge, a naked woman or two might be dancing on a table, interference not
recommended. Business as usual at The El Morocco, B-girls conning sailors whose hair
had yet to grow out from boot camp shears into overpaying for cheap champagne that
opened without even a weak pop. I was sure happy I’d skipped that rite of passage.
With our stay in Naples dwindling, I took the M2 bus out to Agnano for the last
time. Leopold Lemon wasn’t running and Bianca couldn’t find anything that rang bells.
She gave me money, left the wagering up to me. I’d started reading Ulysses and learned
that the spark that set off Leopold’s adventure was a horse named Throwaway. Off that,
I bet a grey named Throw a Shoe. She was a longshot, off at 40-1. Shoe won by a dirty
nose. I recalled there were seven-hundred-three intimidating pages in the book. I bet
seven and three, Titolo and Dark Dome, in a quinella. Appropriately enough, the Dome
finished on top, half a length over Titulo. The combination paid off sweetly.
Bianca was overjoyed, figured the Lire translated to $325 American for each of
us. She announced a surprise. Her niece Elaina was going to show me around the better
places. Bianca bragged that she worked in the financial field and could sing like Maria
Callas. “I should go back to the ship and clean up,” I said.
“Don’t be silly,” she scolded.
I’d brought back the Agnano program. We sat and discussed the races. She applauded the “scientific” method I used to choose our winners. It was 5:30 and sailors
began filing in, five of my shipmates among them. Jim Conroy mouthed “Granny’s Boy”
at me. He wanted Bianca to put a tune by Mantovani in the box. His mother’s favorite,
“Summertime in Venice.” Bianca said, “Tell him to catch a gondola.” I didn’t repeat that
but he held a grudge nonetheless over the cockamamie story I gave about the availability of the record. Jim Reeve’s “Hello Wall” kicked off the jukebox night. Bianca told me
to close my eyes. When the door opened, no swabs walked in; jaws dropped as if they’d
turned into lead laced concrete as Elaina entered. Very pretty and petite, she couldn’t
have been much over five-feet, dark brown hair teased but not to a country-western
extreme, reminded me somewhat of Sophia’s hair in the photo. Her eyes were as green
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as the leaves of the spider plant Bianca had recently added to the décor. Her lips were
half-full, nearly high blushed cheekbones. She smiled warmly. Her blouse was pink and
so was her mid-calf pleated skirt and fingernails. A simple gold chain hung around her
neck. I stood up, entranced. Bianca poked my leg. I took Elaina’s extended hand. We
squeezed as if a delicate living thing were between our palms. “Get the hell out of here,”
ordered Bianca. As we moved to the door, I noticed she limped. I’d jumped ahead to
“sexy” chapter thirteen in Ulysses. Lame Gerty MacDowell sat on a rock at a beach
seductively teasing Leopold Bloom, sensual stuff, some coincidence. Her car was a red
Alfa Romero convertible. I opened the door after she unlocked it. “Welcome to my Naples,” she said climbing in. Her voice was soft, not much above a whisper.
Our first stop was the San Carlo opera house, the last place I ever expected to
land. I helped her out of the car. She hooked my arm and we slowly made our way to
a side door. “Polio,” she said. I didn’t know what to say and hoped, “Sorry” was a good
response. “You won the battle,” I added. She clutched my arm tighter. A tall old man
with a handlebar mustache opened the door. Elaina introduced him, Pietro. He wore a
UCLA cap. Inside, he flipped a switch that lit lights enough to reveal the enormity of the
place as well as gold leaf everywhere. The seats and the curtain were a sea of maroon.
Elaina pointed at a section in the middle of the second tier of seats that was very elaborate. It was the royal box. Of course, there was a crown over it. Pietro raised his hand to
a scene painted on the ceiling and spoke. “Apollo and Minerva” was all I could make out.
He walked us to the front row, signaled me to sit down. They disappeared. The lights
went out for a minute. When they came back on, Elaina was standing before the curtain. Pietro sat beside me. She sang, hit some very high notes and she didn’t stand still.
She clutched her hands against her chest then threw them out as if she were describing
width. She hugged herself as if chilled. She fell to her knees at the finale. “Tosca,” said
Pietro, “Vissi d’Arte.”
We applauded. Pietro left and walked her back. “You were wonderful but I wish I
could have understood the words,” I said.
“This is what is important.” She spoke as if in prayer.
I gave jewels for the Madonna’s mantle,
and I gave my song to the stars, to heaven,
which smiled with more beauty
Pietro pulled an artificial yellow rose from his jacket’s inside pocket, presented it
to her on one knee. They hugged. Elaina and I returned to her Alfa. I couldn’t help wondering how her whisper could have flown so high.
“St. Elmo is the patron saint of sailors. We will visit his castle,” said Elaina. She
drove a circuitous route as if she had a death wish for us. She slowed at the Cameo
Factory de Lorenzo owned by her cousin. “A place of quality,” she advertised. When we
arrived atop Elmo’s hill, she parked. We walked to spots she said offered the best views
of Naples. She held my arm tightly. At times, she ran a finger up and down my spine
ending with her hand tucked behind my belt. It was a new Vesuvius, Bay and Ramply.
We could see Capri, Sorrento and Ischia. I was embarrassed I’d never visited them. I’d
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gone to Pompeii and I mentioned that. I didn’t tell about the guides offering ancient pornography tours. She was very proud of her city and even spoke in architectural terms.
She included banks and municipal buildings as well as the San Carlo, Castle Nuevo
and San Francesco di Paola Basilica. I wished for a volcano spurt. After we marveled at
the sunset, we returned to her car. She reached over to the glove compartment, pulled
out a plastic bag. “A treating for us,” she said. Her English was mostly as good as her
aunt’s, but Bianca never slipped. “Alto brownies,” she said. She took a bite, put her hand
behind my head and pulled me into a kiss. We exchanged the piece until it was gone.
This was not what mothers sent their sons in care packages. It was potent stuff, started
working immediately. We double mouthed another. “Mary J. Crocker,” I said and had
to explain of course. I was no stranger to pot. Occasionally I’d buy a joint from the ship
dealer named Hamm who‘d survived many a chopper dope dog drops entering and
leaving ports. He wrote a cool poem about those German Shepherds, “Rookie Angels.”
I’d smoked on the 02 level by the whaleboat. Walking Ramply decks after the piping of
“Taps” contact highs could have happened.

Horns still blasted in my head; lights flicked colors of the
San Carlo interior and the international flags
Elaina’s TNT delicacy slowed down time and thickened my mind. It had to be
something stronger than pot, maybe hashish. She guided my hand as if I were a high
school kid on his first date. The trip over her wounded leg was brief. I was a preacher, laying on a healing hand. She unsnapped her bra and ran my hand over her small
breasts in figure eights. I might have recited that multiplication table to myself. It was
as if a week passed before we finished exploring most of each other, but one thing worried me. She never took my hand to the warm place or allowed me there on my own.
Bianca’s he-she quiz slammed to mind. Well, that was no male voice at the San Carlo.
Was she lip-synching to a recording? I asked for another chunk of brownie, ate it traditionally. Bianca would never do me like this, would she? – Sierra, Oscar, Sierra.
“I’d like you to drive down, Tommaso” she said. ”You have made my aunt very
happy, grazi,” she added. The weed or hash did not amplify her speech. I had a tough
time adjusting the seat. What a stressful journey. I was fading in and out until the sweets
gave me another charge. The roads were icy conveyer belt mechanisms ajar. In a moment I was tranquil, every light blurred maroon and gold, blood and phlegm acute. She
called me her “Jeemy” Bond, abracadabra Aston Martin.
Seemed like a twenty-year enlistment to get to the Hotel Santa Lucia. How I
made it without at least a fender bender was a mystery Elaina kept to herself. The valet parking kid knew her. Was she a regular? I was dizzy under her spell. Horns still
blasted in my head; lights flicked colors of the San Carlo interior and the international
flags, Alpha to Zulu and back, brain-bows, fireworks. My eyes burned. My ears popped.
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Walking to the elevator, she steadied me. She insisted I carry her over the threshold. I
back-kicked the door shut and almost dropped her before reaching our king-sized target. There were silver cups on the side table, a bottle of wine on the bureau. Naked in a
blurry instant, she spread her legs and started laughing! “Relief, Tommaso?” she asked.
She’d ditched her whisper. I sure as hell was. I didn’t ask about the belly tattoo: a penis
and testicles with wings. Guides at Pompeii shilled metal “ancient fertility charms” in
that form. “My birthmark,” was all she said. We drank to us. The wine eased my brownie hysteria. She slowly undressed me. We massaged each other with the oils slowly then
fast and sloppily as if basting each other for cooking. She didn’t shed her gold necklace.
She gave me cause to call her “opera lips.” She briefly broke out in her Tosca song. If she
competed in a beauty contest and there was an insatiable category, she would have worn
the sash. Her arms were unlikely pythons. She was volcanic. Magically I kept up. Maybe
the lava laced treats, wine or oils were to thank. Her hair never mussed. She said the oils
made us taste and smell like myrrh. “Merry Christmas,” I joked. She jingled my bells. It
was rumored a gunner’s mate had gone over the hill in Majorca for much less.
I woke up in a sweat. Elaina was gone. The clock radio read 7:30. Liberty had
expired. My ass was in a sling. My watch and wallet were still on the bureau. No money was missing. In fact, there was more than I remembered. I took a shower, same
Unauthorized Absence minutes or hours. Suddenly I recalled an impossible dream of
Bianca shaking me awake. I caught a cab and as usual, the driver hit me for a spur of
the moment “supplemento.” A chief, duped at Bianca’s Bar had the quarterdeck watch.
He smiled the entire time he was writing me up. Luckily, there was no Captain’s Mast,
extra duty the punishment, replacing tile in the passageway near the ship’s store. I was
restricted the rest of our time in Naples. No goodbyes, I didn’t figure on ever seeing
Naples again. A seaman named Borden who often recited Abbot and Costello’s “Who’s
on First” did me a favor, delivered a letter to Bianca. I emptied my heart, expressing my
sorrow over such a farewell. I asked her to relay my regrets to Elaina. I’d be sure to keep
in touch.
The Papa flag, a square of white on blue indicating departure was stiff in the
breeze. I was the port lookout and I couldn’t help musing about Bianca seeing lover
Mike off whenever the Caulfield left for NATO Operations. I kept my binoculars on the
pier, scanning every few minutes. At the prolonged blast of the ship’s whistle, the USS
Ramply was underway, I saw Bianca, arm in arm with Elaina. Bianca broke loose, used
her hands for semaphore flags: Ciao and Amore! Elaina threw up her arms like a football
ref after a successful field goal. I was relieved, no loose ends.
The brownie experience hung on for dear life. I craved more. I questioned dope
guru Hamm. He said to have the effect I described, especially the colors, hashish definitely involved, maybe a touch of heroin. Fortunately, he had a hash stash hidden in an
air duct. It wasn’t Elaina strength but kept me satisfied. Almost nabbed by Ensign Jackson one morning at three near mount 52, I landed hard on my feet. Long drop, I was
flying with the terns following the ship. Luckily, he was there to soar also. Stan Upton,
a mess cook, had once whipped up a batch of marijuana cookies he served in the ward-
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room, must have hit the spot with Jackson. Upton disappeared. I tried to read more of
Ulysses but couldn’t concentrate.
I took a train to NYC, no hurry to return to RI. I stayed at a fancy hotel, The
Algonquin. I made a reliable drug connection named Rory at the bar. He claimed he’d
once played on a New York Yankees farm team, throwing over a hundred miles per hour
wrecked his arm. He drank expensive scotch, Chivas Regal. He bought me one poured
over crushed ice each visit. Rory said it was as smooth as Julie Harris’s voice. I took his
advice and attended her show in the Oak Room. He was right. “My Old Flame” made me
think of Elaina.
I stayed with my parents for a couple of weeks before getting a studio apartment.
The hash was getting to be a problem. Afraid of buying from an undercover cop, I was
crazy paranoid. I considered going to Narcotics Anonymous but chose cold turkey. I
started memorizing passages from my copy of Ulysses. Homer’s original too that I’d
picked up at the Little Acorn Book Shop. I managed to stay true to my journal. I got a
job at Narragansett Racetrack with J. J. Connelly’s Rocky Trail Stable. It wasn’t long
before I’d worked my way up to assistant trainer. A horse named The Bloom’s Off, sired
by Ribot was the only reminder of Agnano and Bianca’s Bar. When he ran well, he’d get
up for place or show, but winning was as far away as Naples. I sent a Gansett postcard to
Bianca enclosed in a sappy “friendship” greeting card featuring white roses, months for
a response. The brown envelope contained a 5X7 photo, Elaina holding a pony’s bridle,
a small boy his head resting against his mount’s mane. The saddlecloth had three vertical bars, red, white and blue, the tango flag: “T” for Tommaso. Was the kid mine? Was
the “birthmark” a temporary tattoo, a signal of intent? No note enclosed requesting child
support so no worry and yes, I felt a touch of pride. Maybe Bianca would encourage
him to become a jockey or a sailor. I chronicled that news and my reaction in my journal, mixed it in with my hash recovery thoughts. Connelly picked up a horse named Die
Throw that put me in mind of Joyce’s pivotal runner. Why couldn’t I write some stories
about horses and Naples? Yes, color the tales with my journal entries. I decided to take
a creative writing course. I registered at the University of Rhode Island Extension that
shared an old mill complex with a junior college.
The catalogue listed “Staff” for instructor. By Leopold Lemon, it was Bertone, a
refugee from the great state of Connecticut, brown herringbone sport coat, blue button
down shirt, deep green bowtie and Levi’s. Dark eyes, and a few days of beard, he stood
over six feet. His slicked back hairstyle was from another time. He put his Styrofoam cup
of coffee down on the desk before pulling two books from his briefcase. He stood them
beside the coffee as if a bookstore display. One was his Joyce triumph and the other
titled Short Fictions from Bianca’s Bar. The cover photo was Elaina, kid and pony. The
saddlecloth bore the four squares, two black, two yellow: the Lima flag. Were Bianca’s
letters the source for any stories? Was I in those pages? “Pardon me for a moment while
I finish my supper,” said Bertone, voice an Orson Welles copy. I noticed a small cameo
pinned to his lapel as he pulled a plastic bag from his pocket. He extracted a brownie
that he wolfed down. He began a dramatic recital in Italian. If “Gerty MacDowell” translated to that lingo, I’d never have known it was the beach scene.
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At Ten
Joan Hofmann
We never lived near a snake-ridden
baptismal river but I dreamt of one,
all muddy and swarming near
a country mansion, its decrepitude
grayed into shaded, fog-thick backwoods.
I’m sure it had something to do
with spying on the creepy guy
who lived in the dark lean-to,
a weathered shelter off the wheat field
where we kids were warned not to go,
being too young to understand.
But, then again, it just as well could’ve
been brought about by looking in
cloudy windows at the abandoned farmhouse.
It’s hard to say what went on in the dream—
things twisted, unhinged,
and when I awoke in my bed
I smelled slimy mold,
felt the grit of stone dust on my fingers
as though I’d slept in a moist leaf pile.
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*
Suppose you’re flossing your teeth, the waxy string red like your bleeding heart, and
while you’re brushing that big hand’s spinning ‘round the clock and you’re wondering,
Where? In this godforsaken town, one of your best friends will slip and say Who? And
surely he’d spot you a fiver every time you used that lousy excuse to keep from doing
what you ought to do, but let’s face it there’s so much he doesn’t do, so much neither one
of you does, has done, will ever do.
*

Wealth Management

Imagine plucking your eyebrows and your black and white chin hairs rooted to the bone
—you don’t want people thinking you’re some kind of ogre. Say you had a C-note for
every time you gazed into this mirror trying to figure out Why? Say you finally make him
pay up, you really take him to the bank. It’s just you and your reflection. Your pockets
jingle, your heart is light. Still you keep looking over your shoulder, haunted by bankrupt shadow.

DS Levy

S

ay you had a nickel for every time you wanted to walk out that door. Add another for
every time he told you not to let it hit you in the ass on your way out.
*

Give yourself a dime for every morning you looked at yourself in the mirror and thought
What the fuck? Add a penny for every time you thought he was listening, hanging on
your every word, looking at you like no one else can — only to have him ask, What?
*
Say one day you’re brushing your teeth and just as you’re putting your ragged brush
back in its neat little ceramic holder you ask yourself, How? Give yourself a buck for
every time he wanted to tell you in his own way but you were too stubborn to listen.
*
As you brush your hair, noticing all the gray strands caught in the bristles, play back the
last few sweltering days and wonder, When? Maybe an answer is worth a double sawbuck; maybe ignorance really is bliss. Maybe he’s just pulling your chain. Maybe for a
buck he’d tell you.
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On Listening to Van Halen after Asking Someone
for A Half-Million Dollar Charitable Gift
Gabriel Welsch
Hills roll here like a sound wave.
Geology by this road is the only ubiquity.

the notes might number the millions.
Given the singular focus of my question,

From the highway, across the riff of hills
can we see a half million trees? Their roots,

we scan these hills, and the accrual
of this geology, the only thing in sight

the years they stretched and made less
of the sky above them? Radio has played

that helps us understand the pace of millions
as something more than words to make an idea.

this song for nearly forty years
and the notes have never changed
while we have fractured against
the million choices made and passed.
It took years for the album
to sell a million copies. Years here
measure in trees, which are measured
in mountains. Ask anyone where to go
and the answer involves a gap. You could take
a half a million steps and never leave
this state, listening to this song while walking
past towns where the million we discussed
is not as ubiquitous as the trees. Where the half
million floats as a dream, as a language barely known,
fluency resistant as stone. I have heard
this song for decades. Counting each instance,
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‘d been working on logos for my client, Fondueligans, for five hours and if I had to do
one more, I was going to scream. But I was the lead graphic designer on the account,
so I had no choice. When the marketing gurus decided on the restaurant’s name, I pointed out that Fondueligans was an odd mash-up of Irish (Hooligan) and French (Fondue).
“You’re being too literal,” my boss said. “It’s catchy.”
Fondueligans’ signature dish was the “The Hooligan Fondueligan”–an epicurean
extravaganza that featured an assortment of sausages, cheeses and fruit (mostly melons)
that you dipped into various vein-clogging sauces with long, cloven-hoofed tongs. They
were served to customers by “hooligans,” played by actors who were studying theater at
the local community college.
Sal, the Fondueligans’ Creative Director and my boss, was a tyrannical Italian
who kept asking me to change the font size–make it bigger, then smaller–then he told
me to go back to where I started. After I presented what I thought were brilliant designs,
he demanded that I switch the typeface from the always-tasteful Times New Roman to
Log Cabin, then to Groovy Chick. He finally settled on Porcupine Pickle.
It was almost 6 p.m. and the cleaning service was making a ruckus with the vacuum, so it was hard for me to concentrate. I decided to stop what I was doing–I’d finished
everything for my 8 a.m. presentation and besides, I had a date to meet Glenn, this guy
I’d connected with on a dating site I was trying, Great Expectations. Despite the site’s
Dickensian name, one of my friends had met her husband this way. I wasn’t looking for
a guy with lots of money who wore designer suits and expensive shoes. But I sure didn’t
want a guy with a bad haircut who still lived with his parents. I dreamed of someone

normal. Normal with an artistic flair would be nice.
I was done with blind dates. The last guy I’d been set up with came to my door
wearing an Easter bunny tie (it wasn’t even Easter), shorts and slip-on tennis shoes
without the backs. When I saw him, I almost said, “Jan isn’t here. I’m her roommate.”
A few days ago, I discovered Glenn when I snuck online during lunch. I was
eating my fat-free, taste-free frozen dinner: Rancho Enchiladas with a whisper of peas.
Most guys on the site were electricians, in IT or sales. When I read that he was a designer, I immediately sent him an email. On his profile, he claimed to be about six feet tall
(good because I was 5’11”), had salt and pepper hair (looked a little older like me) and
dark eyes. No double chin. Appeared to have all his teeth.
Glenn and I decided to meet at Fondueligans. It was close by and I had a coupon
I could use, one I designed, but of course, Sal had to go and mess that up, too. He forced
me to use the headline, “We put the U in FondUeligans–50% off for U.” I thought bringing the coupon on our date was a nice gesture to help Glenn save a little money. Graphic designers are notoriously underpaid. (I should know.) I wasn’t crazy about eating
fondue. Not only because I had to think about it all day at work, but also because I was
not very coordinated. I didn’t trust myself with those sharp pointy tongs along with the
terribly hot cheese.
Though the interior at Fondueligans was brand new, it still felt like classic 1970s:
fake wood paneling, along with gold, green and orange cushions on the chairs. Weird
smells that I couldn’t put my finger on. Across the back wall was a mural of the Swiss
Alps, the area in France where fondue originated. Posters of the Eiffel Tower, the Arc
de Triomphe and bucolic French countrysides adorned the hallway to the restrooms.
On the tables sat frosted lamps, a nod to Paris Metro designer Hector Guimard. When
I took a seat at the bar, the heel of my new platform pumps got hung up on the stool’s
leg. I pulled out my compact and examined my face: my eyes were not too made up and
my lips were a soft, pinky red, a new shade I had bought at the suggestion of a chatty,
boundary-free sales lady at Macy’s.
The minute Glenn walked in, I knew it was him. He actually looked like his picture. I waved a faint, awkward “hello.” When he saw me, he hurried over. He had on
jeans, a button-down shirt, and non-descript, possibly orthopedic black lace-up shoes.
We shook hands, then gave each other concave chest hugs. He brushed the salt-andpepper hair away from his saucery brown eyes. He had a few wrinkles on his forehead.
His teeth were all there–gleaming.
“Hello Princess, so glad to make your acquaintance,” he said. He kissed my hand.
“Hello, to you, too…Mr. Prince,” I said. I had no idea why I said that. We settled
into our black leather barstools. The music, a medley of French torch songs, was not too
loud; we could hear ourselves talk.
“I just love fondue. It’s so fonDOable,” Glenn said.
“That’s funny!” I said, way too enthusiastically. “I work on the account, so I get
my daily fill.”
“Must get old,” Glenn said. He started flipping through the menu, swatting the
pages with his fingertips. He was wearing a thick gold ring with a dark red stone on his
middle finger.
“So how ‘bout it? Shall we get some fondue? Quiche? There’s so many kinds of
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Wonderland
Lisa Johnson Mitchell

I

cheeses,” he said. He bent close to the menu, squinting like he was trying to decode the
mysteries of an ancient scroll.
“That’ll work,” I lied. I was on Weight Watchers. The onslaught of cheese and
meat would set me back a bit with my diet, but I was wearing a new black dress I had
just been able to squeeze into after three years. I didn’t feel like a walrus any more.
“Actually, I’d like a salad,” Glenn said.
That’s kind of cute, wanting a salad. He’s not afraid to show his feminine side.
“What is this?” Glenn said. “Knee…knee-coyse salad?”
“Niçoise. Nee-swa. It means a person who is from Nice, France,” I said.
“Well ooh la la!” He closed the menu, then smoothed it with his fingers.
“There are some Irish beers,” I said, pointing to the list. “A lame attempt by marketing to merge the themes of Irish and French. I mean, who drinks beer with fondue?
Wine is best.”
“I wouldn’t know any different,” Glenn said.
“The whole concept of this place is disturbing.”
The waiter, our hooligan, appeared. He had a decent build and was wearing a
white t-shirt that hugged his potbelly, jeans, combat boots–and a scowl. His eyes were
dead and bloodshot. “Doug,” was on his nametag.
“Welcome to Fondueligans. Take your order,” he snarled. “What are we drinking
tonight?” When people spoke to me in plurals, I felt obliged to return the pronoun.
“We’ll have a merlot,” I said.
“And you,” Doug stated, as if an accusation.
“I’ll have a mimosa,” Glenn said.
Doug’s face was stiff as if he was paralyzed. “Merci,” he said, then clomped away.
“Gracias!” Glenn called.
“Good one,” I said. “What languages do you speak?”
“Only the language of love–KIDDING,” Glenn said. “Just a bit of Spanish. You?
“Un piquito Espanol and a smidge of French,” I said. I zeroed in on Glenn’s bulbous ring and as mean thoughts started popping up, I heard my grandmother’s voice.
You’re just too “ticky,” a word she used for “particular.” No doubt my ticky-ness was the
reason for my decades of bitter loneliness.
Doug returned with Glenn’s mimosa and my red wine. The glasses thumped on
the faux-wood bar.
“What do you want,” Doug announced.
“I’ll have the, uh,” Glenn said, pointing to the menu, “NEE-SWA salad.”
“And we’ll share the Hooligan Fondueligan. Here’s a coupon for 50% off,” I said.
“Yep,” Doug said. He lumbered away.
Glenn swiveled his barstool towards me and his knee bumped my thigh.
“Oh, excuse me,” he said.
“No problem,” I said. “Sorry, didn’t mean to say ‘no problem’– that saying gets on
my nerves. It seems to have replaced ‘you’re welcome,’ you know, when you say ‘thank
you’ and the response is ‘no problem.’ I hear it all the time from the 20-somethings and
I want to say, ‘I wasn’t thinking about any problems until you brought them up.’”
“Well put,” Glenn said. Our eyes met. We had a connection, which eclipsed my
disdain for his man jewelry.
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We segued into interview mode: Where were you born? Where do you like to vacation? What’s your opinion of hot tubs?
I learned Glenn was from Oklahoma and he learned I was afraid of clowns. He
collected Civil War memorabilia and I collected thimbles. He was a Summer and I was
an Autumn.
Doug emerged from behind the kitchen’s saloon doors and placed Glenn’s salad
and the fondue in front of us. The steam rose from the cheese. His face was sweating as
he handed us our utensils.
“I am terrible with this whole thing,” I said, moving my tong in a wide circle
around the fondue pot. “So daunt–”
Doug interrupted. “Listen up, you got sausages here. Over here, cheddar, Swiss,
some Gouda; then over here are your fruits.”
Doug retreated into the kitchen.

The bottles behind the bar blurred and the light bounced
off them, crashing into my eyes.
“You should go first,” I said. “I insist.”
Glenn impaled a few meats and cheese with his pointy utensil, plunged it into
the cauldron of yellow, and popped them in his mouth. His eyes started to water and he
pulled out a blue silk handkerchief and dabbed his eyes.
“Whoa! That’s hot, but delicious,” he said through a mouthful of mush.
I grasped my weapon and stuck it into a few sausage rounds, sunk them into the
vat and took a bite. The fires of hell rained down on my tongue; a blinding shock of heat
ran from my crown to my toes. I jerked my torso up so straight I was sure the curvature
in my spine was instantly corrected. I spit what was in my mouth out onto my palm.
“Ooouch!”
Glenn immediately handed me his hanky. I wiped my face, then chugged my
wine.
“Water!” I said, gasping for air. “More drinks!”
Doug emerged from behind the kitchen’s saloon doors. I was sure he was high.
“Water, please! And another round,” Glenn said. He rubbed my back as I cradled
my mouth in my hands.
“Okay,” Doug said moving in slow motion, as if he was encased in syrup.
“Gosh, I’m so sorry,” Glenn said. He patted me on the back; his fingers pressed on
my spinal cord.
Doug reappeared and plunked the drinks on the counter. I downed the wine, then
the water, both of which did little to soothe my aching, swollen tongue.
My mother was an alcoholic, so I didn’t really drink very much. I had a low tolerance for liquor and was attempting to pace myself.
After a few more drinks, I was alternating water and wine. My tongue was better, but the room was starting to tilt. The bottles behind the bar blurred and the light
bounced off them, crashing into my eyes. I tried to talk but I couldn’t control my lips. I
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was not sure what I was saying. My mouth felt like it was full of gravel.
Finally, I pushed out a wad of words. “Sooo what do you design? Haaaave...
haaaave you seeeen….my purse?”
“It’s right here on the hook,” Glenn said. He lifted my designer purse, my 40th
birthday present to myself, from a hook beneath the bar and displayed it for me. “Listen,
why don’t we go to my place for some coffee? I have this Turkish blend that’ll knock your
socks off.”
Socks sounded good. Right then, I wished I could have climbed into a giant tube
sock and fallen asleep.
“Oh, but you can’t drive,” Glenn said.
“Let’s take a cab,” I slurred.
“Okay,” Glenn said. “No, what about this: I’ll drive us in your car to my place
and leave my car here. Then you can drive me back down here when you’re able. Check
please, Doug?”
I woke up. I was nestled into a deep purple couch adorned with a fuss of colorful
pillows in Glenn’s peanut-sized apartment. The carpet was beige shag. On the walls were
photos of sunsets over an ocean. A few lithographs with Arabic inscriptions. And a headshot of a woman wearing a burka. Her eyes were mysterious and seemed to follow me
around the room. The lights were off except for one small gold lamp that cast a spotlight
on the wall. Candles were burning. On the ceiling were large paisley scarves meant to
suggest a sultan’s den.
I sipped on bitter, mud-like coffee in a clear glass cup and saucer; the steam
bathed my cheeks. Glenn had changed into grey jogging pants and was sitting crosslegged on the floor. Exotic music was playing. A woman with a shaky voice was singing.
Occasionally there was a Muslim call to prayer mixed into the electronic music that
accompanied her mournful solo. It appeared I had traveled from Fondueligans’ FrenchIrish wonderland to the Middle East.
“You fell asleep in the car,” Glenn said. “I had to carry you in.”
“I hope you didn’t hurt your back.”
“Don’t be silly,” Glenn said. His hair was pulled back into a man bun that exposed
streaks of grey and his model-esque cheek bones. He had sharp, beguiling edges that I
had not previously noticed.
“What’s this music?” I said. My head had cleared a bit. The caffeine was making
my heart stutter. My armpits were wet.
“Amal Maher. Top of the charts in Egypt,” Glenn said. “I have a particular love for
the Middle East.”
“Why’s that?”
“We lived in Jordan for a few years when I was a child. My dad was in the oil
business. But I consider myself a world citizen.”
“World citizen? Do explain.”
“You told me you were a world citizen, well, not in those words. You chanted a
Buddhist prayer, spoke a few words in Icelandic and said you practiced yoga,” Glenn
said.
“I did?”

“Yes, in the car.”
Glenn hopped up, sat next to me, then inched closer. I recognized a new scent:
patchouli.
“How do you like the coffee?” he said with a slurp.
“It’s good, but my tongue is still a little sore,” I said.
I peered into his eyes: he was wearing eyeliner. I had not seen that at Fondueligans. Had he just applied it along with the patchouli? I was starting to feel like myself
again, but the uneasiness jumping around in my stomach about his make-up was running interference with my returning equilibrium.
“What kind of candles are these? They smell delicious,” I said.
Glenn affected a yawn, then put his arm around me.
“Fig and bergamot,” Glenn said. “I use them when I do yoga. Bikram.” His voice
softened. I could see the outline of his biceps a bit under the shoulders of the scrubs. He
seemed fit.
“Want to try something? I’ve got an aperitif that’s killer,” he said. I had had
enough to drink, but I couldn’t say no to his eyes. Even with the eyeliner, there was
something hypnotic, something eerily intoxicating that kept me in his grip.
Glenn clanged around in the kitchen, then returned with two shots of white liquid
on a silver tray.
“Cheers,” he said. We clinked our tiny glasses.
“Arak,” he said. “It’s made of anise.” He threw his head back and gulped, his Adam’s apple protruding through his stubble. I flung my head into my neck and swallowed.
The blast of liquorice lit a blue flame of euphoria that raced down my spine and blossomed in my chest.
I held out my glass. “More,” I said. Glenn filled me up.
“What kind of crystals are those?” I said, pointing to a display on his bookcase.
“Well, they’re a variety, but mostly ammonite. They exude vitality, life force…confidence. They penetrate your third eye,” Glenn said. The liqueur was kicking in and the
room began to wobble. I thought I could see his third eye. It winked at me. I jumped.
“What’s wrong? You’re a nervous, slippery Pisces!” Glenn said.
When did I tell him that?
“But I don’t rely on the traditional zodiac. I am more into Chinese astrology. I’m a
rooster. And you, my dear, are a rat.”
“That’s interesting,” My voice cracked, hiding inside my throat.
“Jan,” he said, “I like you. And I meet lots of women in the classes I teach.”
“I thought you were a designer.”
“Well,” he paused. “I am. I’m a relationship designer.
“What?” I said.
“I teach relationship seminars.”
“Really?” You’re a reNAIssance man,” I said. “I like to say it that way because
that’s the way the Brits do it.”
“What?” Glenn said, his face as blank as a turnip. He shifted his body to face me.
“I teach a continuing education class at Phoenix University, which is an online outfit, but
I’m at the brick and mortar down the street. I just finished up a class,” Glenn said.
“Huh,” I said. “What’s the secret to relationships?”
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“I follow Adrian Zarov’s philosophy,” he said. “Compassionate intentionality is
the illumination of the cosmic spirit. The transfiguration of cosmic transcendence is the
ethereal channel to astral unity. Harmonic convergence is the quantum energy of biofeedback singularity. Universal vibrations connect us all,” Glenn said.
“Deep. I think my head just detached from my body.” I re-adjusted myself on the
couch, uncrossed my legs, which felt very heavy and as I did, my heel came crashing
down on his big toe.
“Ouch,” Glenn said.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“I have flat feet and fallen arches,” he said, then took off his sock and began massaging his instep.
“Let me,” I said. I caressed his foot, which was surprisingly hairless and smooth.
“That feels amazing,” Glenn said. His haunting eyes flashed and the childlike
roundness of them started to ignite a feeling in my loins. As I moved closer to him, hoping for a kiss, I burped. A nasty cheesy burp.
“Excuse me,” I said. “Can I get a soda?”
“Of course.”
Glenn sprung into the kitchen. His small, taut buttocks wafted from side to side
under his britches like he was smuggling coconuts. While he fetched my beverage, I examined the bric-a-brac on his bookcase.

Glenn entered the room like a slinky fox,
one leg at a time.
“Are these fezzes? Is that right? Is that the plural?”
“A fez is a fez is a fez,” Glenn said. Was that supposed to be a riddle?
Glenn handed me a Sprite, changed the music and went into his room.
“What are you doing?” I said.
“Don’t come in!”
The song was livelier, brimming with tambourines and bongos.
Glenn entered the room like a slinky fox, one leg at a time. He was wearing shiny
blue, baggy pants that gathered at the ankles. At his waist was a belt of shimmering gold
coins. He was shirtless, except for a short, sparkly matching vest that was too small for
him: it hit him about mid-chest, only slightly covering his ripe, tawny pecs. On his head
was a skull cap with what looked like a dish cloth hanging from the back. On his toes,
a few rings. In his hands, finger cymbals. As he danced and pranced and spun, his hips
moved the opposite direction from his chest, and his stomach contracted and expanded
like a toothless mouth. Sequins glittered along the edges of his costume. I tipped back
the bottle of Arak and pounded the rest of it.
He then started doing pelvic thrusts a bit too near to my face.
Darkness.

couch. He was in a sleeping bag next to me. My clothes were draped over a chair. Oh
God, we must’ve had sex. He had seen my body, my hideous pear-ness. The number of
men I’d had sex with appeared like a rolling clock, then ticked over to the next shameful digit. I tiptoed around and got dressed. I could smell the spices from the Arak, along
with the meat and cheese from the fondue on my skin; my body heat had cooked them
into a horrible perfume.
“Where are you going?” Glenn said, as he rooted around under his covers.
“My meeting is going on now. I can’t believe this. I need to take you back to your
car.”
It started to rain and my nausea was acute. The patter of the raindrops and the
unforgiving sound of the windshield wipers filled the gap between me and Glenn. I’d
grown accustomed to the aching strangeness, the emptiness of the morning after.
Glenn turned on the radio to a jazz station. It was an unstructured number peppered with saxophones that sounded like someone was throwing pots and pans down a
stairwell.
“Just can’t,” I said, and snapped the radio off.
My phone rang. I clicked Accept, then Speaker, but remained silent.
“Jan? Where are you? It’s 8:00. I knew you’d pull something like this.” It was Sal.
“Sir, I think you have the wrong number,” Glenn said in a professorial voice. “But
you do sound stressed. Take a deep breath, exhale your negativity and reach for the cosmic spirit of happiness that connects us all.”
“Wha–? Screw you, weirdo.”
I hit End on my phone.
“Thanks,” I said. “I needed that.”
“I know,” he said. “I know you.”
Despite his provocative eyeliner, esoteric philosophies and spontaneous jig, I was
strangely comforted. I could like this man.
When we reached Glenn’s car in the Fondueligans’ parking lot, he gave me an
awkward side hug, the kind one might get from an uncle. “I’ll call you,” he said.

8 a.m. Panic. I was naked and covered in a scratchy, wool blanket on Glenn’s
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2am
DS Maolalai
sometimes
at night
you can root out the wine-drunk music
from where it was hiding,
crouched,
and terrified
under the sofa cushions
and watch
as it wriggles about,
and climbs on top of the fridge
tries to flip
bottlecaps it finds
into the wastepaper basket,
using its thumbs to kill the flies at the sink
and eating the red flesh
of a rotten orange.
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Hollow Comfort
Tamar Gribetz

I

sat in my private train cabin and closed the door. The click was a relief. It reminded
me of when I was a little girl and my parents were out. I’d be thrilled to finally have
the house to myself. I took my watch off and placed it on the windowsill. I closed my
eyes and smiled.
Earlier, I felt guilty for wanting my husband and kids to leave me at the train
platform.
“Why don’t you guys go? There’s no sense waiting here. It’s making me more anxious, sad.”
I wanted to travel alone, to be unattached. I thought about the trashy books and
magazines I’d bought the night before at a Barnes and Noble in anticipation of the long
train ride. I wanted them to leave.
“Are you sure, Jenna? We’re happy to stay. Actually, I’d like to see the train . . .”
my husband David said. Before me were the empty train tracks, the concrete platform,
the blond-wooden benches, worn and sun-bleached, holding passengers, suitcases, duffel bags.
“I’m fine. Really. Just go.” I pulled back my long, messy hair into a ponytail.
After several rounds of protests, they left, waving at me through the car window. I
forced a sad face, lowering my bottom lip as I waved back and blew a kiss.
I was free. Who could have seen the silver lining in my doctor’s orders not to fly?
My eardrums were hemorrhaging from my flight to Miami a few days earlier when I had
foolishly flown from New York City with a sinus infection and bad cold. Now Amtrak
was my only way home.
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At my niece’s wedding the night before, I had told some old acquaintances of my
upcoming dreaded train ride.
“Gotta tell you, Jenna. Twenty-four hours alone without my husband and kids
does not sound too bad,” one joked.
“Yeah. You can read and sleep,” said the other.
I forced a laugh. I craved the solitude, the space from my seven-year-old daughter
and four-year-old son. But being stuck on a train for 24 hours seemed intolerable. Fears
of claustrophobia and panic danced in my head. I chased the fears away with a cold glass
of chardonnay.
Now on the train, to my surprise, I was enjoying the time. I read US Weekly in its
entirety. I began to read People magazine. My Danielle Steel beach-read would be my
next indulgence. The cabin wasn’t bad. Two seats faced each other. They would turn it
into a bed at 9:00 p.m. I put my bag on what I thought was a nightstand or table, but if
you lifted it up, it was a tiny toilet. You had to close the door so no one walking by your
cabin would see you pee.
I looked out the window. The Fort Lauderdale landscape of condos and strip
malls gave way to small homes with patches of green, orange groves and farms, a small
lake with a lone swimmer. I caught a quick glimpse of another lake, but the train moved
too fast. Only after the train whizzed past the first lake, did I realize what I had just seen.
I had no time to think about it too long, or I would miss the next flash of landscape. I
wanted the train to slow down so I could take it all in. It was beautiful, exhilarating. Too
fast. Farms everywhere, more orange groves. Houses. Lots of green. A kaleidoscope of
images that kept shifting. My Florida had been beaches and trendy restaurants. I never
knew this rural Florida existed. I felt a rush of yearning, a longing for something I could
not name. That familiar feeling I always had at the beginning of spring: a hopeful ache
for bliss that is tangled with despair.
I dozed off and woke up feeling sick. I held my throbbing head in my hands and
rested my elbows on my lap. My forehead pounded and my eyes burned. My ears felt
stuffed and I kept hearing a swooshing, vibrating noise. I was dizzy from the medication
and the ear infection. I wanted to sleep, just sleep until it was all over. Wasn’t that really
my life? Lately, I felt I was sleeping through life. My predictable husband, my children,
my life in the suburbs, my boring job.
When David and I first got married, we decided we’d wait to have kids so we
could travel, and I could go to graduate school. But I unexpectedly got pregnant only
a year into our marriage. I didn’t know what I wanted to study in grad school. But
still. I had nurtured an amorphous, fuzzy – but very present—glimmer of hope about
my future. I believed exciting things lay ahead for me that would reveal themselves. I
would choose to study and then work at a field rewarding and fulfilling. A spark would
ignite in time. But when I found out I was pregnant, I couldn’t leave my job because we
needed the money. I wanted to have an abortion, but I didn’t dare utter those words to
David. I felt guilty for even thinking them. We were married and we had money. What
excuse did I have? The pregnancy was easy, and I returned to work two months after
my daughter was born. But after a few nightmare nannies and missed signs of fever and
illnesses that made me feel guilty, I decided to take time off from my job and stay home

39

with my daughter. First I felt liberated, then bored, then terrified of being alone with my
thoughts for so long. The days were the worst. They went on forever. Each hour dragged
into the next, and I didn’t know what to do with myself. I obsessed about my daughter’s
health and development. I Googled pediatric milestones and nutritional requirements. I
worried she wasn’t thriving.

I was walking around my living room barefoot and kept
stepping on Cheerios.
“One doesn’t do well with too much time on one’s hands,” my grandmother used
to say. It felt so true. I began to resent my daughter for having her own life, for being
able to take an art class and a music class. I was jealous of a two-year-old. Maybe she’d
become an artist and no one would stand in her way. But I was stuck. A stay-at-home
mom. I got pregnant again. This time on purpose. We figured we’d get the pregnancies
over early on and fast, since we were tied down anyway. I felt so dull at home with the
kids, and I knew that David found me dull too. That was when he started to ignore me. I
sometimes felt invisible to him. He’d come home from work, excited to see the kids, but
I was less important. I felt like his nanny. We had less money to travel, and no one to
watch the kids (our parents were enjoying their golden years and were not the babysitting type). So we shelved that dream, or at least I did. I think David just forgot about it.
And I stopped enjoying the kids. I’d look at other moms at pickup from nursery school,
and I was in awe at their excitement to see their kids after only three hours apart. I
thought something was wrong with me. I wasn’t the natural-mom type. I forced my hugs
and kisses and sometimes said what I thought I was supposed to say to my daughter. “I
miss you so much when you’re at school.” “Tell me everything about your day at school.”
I returned to work after giving birth to my second child. I didn’t think about pursuing
anything else. Just not being at home watching the clock drag was good enough for me.
I sat in my cabin and looked out the train window. I was tired from the medication and again drifted off to sleep. I had a dream. I was walking around my living room
barefoot and kept stepping on Cheerios. First came the nanosecond where I felt the firm
round perfection of the O and then, without any measure of time to stop myself from
stepping down on it, came the crunch. Then, the residual sawdust on my feet that lingered until I brushed it off. And then again and again. But no matter how many times it
happened, I kept stepping on them.
I woke to a grumbling belly. I hadn’t eaten much for breakfast and now, for the
first time in the last three days, I had an appetite. Maybe, I hoped, I’d lost a few pounds
off my “curvy” figure. I glanced at myself in the mirror and noticed dark circles forming
under my eyes when I wasn’t looking, when I was waiting . . . for my kids to grow, to
figure out what was next, for things to feel fun again.
I went to the dining car to get something to eat. I needed chocolate. I needed
to have a big wad of milk chocolate on my lap while I read my Danielle Steel novel. I
bought a king-size Snicker’s bar, sat in my cabin and devoured it. Just me, my chocolate,
my novel. The nuts, the caramel, and chocolate all for me. My desire. I closed my eyes

and forced myself to let the melting chocolate, the mix of nuts and caramel, remain on
my tongue, to taste it as long as possible. My greed wanted to swallow the bar whole. I
was in heaven for about a half hour. Then I was thirsty, and I returned to the dining car.
I waited in a long line, and I felt a man behind me looking at me. I turned around.
He wore a faded blue baseball hat that matched his eyes, faded blue jeans, and a black
T-shirt. His skin was sunburned. I liked the way it looked. There was a roughness to
him. He looked world-weary, wise, sensitive, touched by the world, like he had a part in
it all. He looked about 41 or 42. I was only 34.
“So what brings you on the train?” he asked. It took me a second to realize he
was talking to me. I was in such a haze from my cold. He had stubble on his face, just
the right amount. It looked like he couldn’t be bothered to shave the last few days while
he burned on the beach. I imagined him lying shirtless on the beach, hair growing, skin
burning, sweat forming.
“I couldn’t fly with an ear infection. Doctor’s orders. How about you?” My voice
sounded shaky.
“Well, I’ll warn you. Don’t feel bad from my answer. But my parents were killed in
a plane crash when I was ten, so I won’t fly,” he said with a hint of a smile.
“Really?”
“Yes. What sicko would joke about that?” He crossed his arms and looked down.
“You’re right. I do feel horrible. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay. It’s a good conversation piece for a train ride,” he said with a shrug. I
thought he must have said this before. But I hoped he hadn’t.
“I’m so sorry.”
“So where are you riding to? I’m Dan, by the way,” he said and shook my hand. I
never liked when men shook my hand socially. It felt like we were colleagues at a business meeting, but his hands were warm and dry and his grip was strong. He held on a
little too long and a little too tight. I liked that. Even in my sick state, I liked the attention. I wanted to be wanted.
“I’m Jenna. New York.”
“Me too.” I didn’t notice a wedding band on his hand, and I think he saw me look.
I quickly looked away. Mine was on though; I wished I had taken it off.
“Want to sit down?” His dark curly hair looked boyish the way it hung from the
bottom of his baseball cap. I wanted to yank it. He waited for me to take a seat at a nearby booth and slumped down across me.
“So you’re sick?” It sounded like a challenge.
“I’m getting over it. I’m on antibiotics.”
“That’s good. Because it would be a shame if you were too sick to enjoy the train.”
I wished I had put on lipstick or even just blush. He told me he owned a furniture store
in Rye and that he was recently separated.
“I see you’re married,” he said and looked at my left hand.
“Yeah, I am.” It sounded like an apology. I immediately wanted to undo that tone.
“So are you enjoying the ride?” His eyes held an urgency, like he was searching
for something he had lost.
“Yes, actually. I am. I thought I’d go crazy. But it’s nice to have the time to myself.”
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“Should I leave you . . . to yourself?” he said with a smile. He leaned back and
spread his arms along the back of his seat.
“No. Of course not. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just nice to be . . . off.” I leaned
forward.
“Yeah. I get that. It’s like forced time-off. The only way I travel. So I’ve gotten
used to it.”
He looked at me and smiled with his mouth closed. Something about his forced
smile made me sad for him.
We were silent for a moment, and I could hear the train’s tired wheels pushing
forward.
“Jenna, you know, you’re very beautiful. Even sick.”
“Oh, what? I look awful,” I said as I looked away.
“Don’t do that. I hate when women do that,” he said as he shook his head.
“It’s just . . . well, thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“So, what do you like?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean sexually.” He leaned forward and stared at me.
“What?!” I said with a laugh
“You like oral sex?”
“What?”
“You heard me. You’re blushing,” he said softly.
“Well, I don’t know what to say.” I twirled my finger around a stray curl.
“Does it gross you out or do you love it? There’s no middle ground.”
“I don’t know.” I couldn’t help but look away.
“That means no one ever gave it to you right. Didn’t know what he was doing. Or
you’re too embarrassed to talk about sex.”
He spoke to me without ever looking away, without a hint of a smile. He reminded me of a mean boy in my 6th grade class called Bradley. He would glare at me when I
smiled at him in the hallway and at recess. I ached for him, though I didn’t realize it at
the time. Instead, it felt like shame.
“I’m not embarrassed.”
He looked out the window, silent. I willed myself not to fill it. To just let it sit
there. Let him fidget. But he didn’t move.
“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he said as he looked out the window. “It’s just . . . this doesn’t feel real. This long train ride. Like time has stopped or
like we’re in a movie and regular rules don’t apply. I could just say anything. I did.” He
turned around and looked at me.
I smiled at him, though I didn’t mean to.
“Shall we share a bottle of wine? I’m in the mood for a cold white,” he continued.
I remembered the doctor telling me not to drink while on the medication, but I
told myself wine didn’t count.
“Sure.”
My phone rang. It was David. I ignored the call. I didn’t want to think about him.
Sex with David had become dull. When we had it, which was rare, about twice
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a month. On a good month. I usually had to initiate. The problem was that he was too
nice in bed. Too respectful. I wanted him to be rough and aggressive and passionate. He
always asked permission to begin sex. When I wanted him to push me against the wall
and take me from behind. I once brought up trying something kinky, like spanking. But
he laughed and looked away. I then acted like a bitch, so he’d want to hit me, but he just
looked sad and asked why I was suddenly acting “not nice.” I felt like he was my partner,
but like a sibling, not a lover. We were sleepwalking through life.
The waiter brought an ice-cold bottle of Chardonnay, and I relished the feeling of
the cold liquid traveling down my stomach and coursing through my veins. It went down
cold, but it left me warm, numbing my anxiety, fear, pain. Softening my hard edges. My
regular heightened state—where I felt a little anxious most of the time, where I noticed
everything and worried about that and the rest of things I failed to notice—began to
shift. Slowly, taking shape was a warmth and an acceptance of where I was.
Within minutes I felt light and free and beautiful. Like the world was a wonderful
place where I was supposed to be. I felt healthy and full of life. How silly, I thought, to
ever be anxious about anything really. To give in to the fear, to paralyzing uncertainty.
I was free and I was healing. I would be okay. It was all so . . . fine. I closed my eyes and
relished the feeling.
“You look peaceful.”
“That’s what a glass of wine on an empty stomach will do for you.”
“A glass? That’s all it takes?”
He stood up, put his hand out. I did not resist. He guided me to his cabin. Once
we were alone, I became more aware of myself and him. Us. We weren’t surrounded by
anything. No atmosphere. No waiter or people or lines. No distraction. We sat on the
tiny bench in his cabin. He held my hand. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. That I was
with this stranger. Who even was he? I smiled to myself. I loved how I felt.
“You know, this situation is begging for itself to happen. Two strangers meet on a
train,” he said quietly. He stroked my hand gently.
Though the wine was clouding my mind, or because it was, I was aware of his actions in a removed way. As he softly kissed my lips, I thought this was a person I didn’t
know, and it felt good because it was wrong, because I felt so easy and free. Not virtuous.
Irresponsible. Because I wasn’t the mother of his children. Because he didn’t know me. I
was assessing myself from a distance. He put his hands under my shirt and touched my
breasts. I whimpered and felt the train move forward, and felt I was moving forward too.
Letting go of guilt. Obligation. I laughed aloud. I couldn’t remember the last time I had
done that. I felt ten years younger. My self, my being, had been buried underneath so
many heavy layers. I had been weighed down, and I was now light. Here I was! He began
to kiss me with more force, and I wanted to drink more wine before the spell wore off. I
felt so desired, a woman wanted. I noticed that his deodorant had a different smell than
David’s. I inhaled it. I wanted it inside me. For the first time in so long, I was in the moment. I took it all in: his cold fingertips on my skin, the sound of our breathing together,
the rolling-sound of the train wheels, the taste of wine on our lips, the soft blue of his
jeans reminding me of a perfect sky, the narrow cabin that smelled of disinfectant. We
made out for a while.
In this removed state that felt like a trance, I glanced down and saw his tan, leath-
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ery hands on my breasts. I got a sudden pang of nausea. Nobody’s hands had touched
my breasts since I nursed my children. No one, except David, the father of my children.
I noticed the skin on my breasts was so white compared to the rest of my sun-tanned
body. They stood out in their purity, the color of cream, the milk that fed my children.
They remained apart from the rest of my body: pure, soft, wholesome, untouched. I felt
myself pull back. Dan must have picked up on this subtle shift because he stood up and
began to kiss my neck. He wanted to please me. I noticed in the light that he had pockmarks on his face, like chicken-pox scars or old-acne scars. He seemed older than he was
earlier.
“You’re very sexy. You know that? I love your big ass.”
“That’s not my best attribute.”
“Why? It’s hot. Tits and ass. You have them both.”
I wished he hadn’t said that; it made me feel dirty. He now seemed sleazy. Suddenly I wanted to leave. I was flattered by his attention, but that was all. It had been fun.
But it was also done. I hadn’t yet committed adultery. We really hadn’t done that much.
It wasn’t too late. The smell of his deodorant started to make me nauseous. It smelled
like the inside of a new car, reminding me of feeling car-sick as a child. It hit me that I
hadn’t liked the scent better than David’s deodorant; I had just liked that it was different, unfamiliar. He kissed me again, and I tasted cherry- flavored cough syrup on his
tongue, or maybe lip balm or a breath mint. But that taste mingled with the smell of his
deodorant, and I felt sick. I became hot in my face and ears, and dizzy. I wanted to leave.
I reached for the door.
“What are you doing? You can’t leave now. We’re just getting started.” I felt like I
was going to throw up.
He blocked the door, grabbed my face, and kissed me hard while he squeezed my
ass. He then pinched it.
“Ow! That hurts.” But he continued to pinch me.
“No, really. Please stop!”
But when he stopped pinching and just kissed me, I felt no relief. Instead, I felt
hollow. I missed the pain, the attention, his obvious desire for me. Though it had hurt,
he was doing this to me. He wanted me. I liked it and wanted more of it. I felt the pain
more in the absence of his pinches.
“It’s okay.” I whispered. “Just a little lighter.” I guided his hands back to my ass.
He continued to squeeze and pinch me. This intense inward pain traveled from my gut
to my throat, my face. Without even thinking about it, I took my hands and grabbed his
and pushed them off me. He slapped me across the face.
“Don’t grab me like that!” he said as he pointed at me and pushed me on the
bench. I didn’t say a word. My cheek stung. I opened my mouth, but no words came out.
I sat there and didn’t say a word. I let him do whatever he wanted. Tears streamed down
my face. Isn’t this what I wanted? Rough play? Danger? The unknown? It was over in a
few minutes. He stood up and leaned over me, panting.
“We’ll see if you like oral sex now, with someone who knows what he’s doing.”
He then went down on me, and despite my tears, I came very hard.

The attendant was announcing breakfast. We only had three more hours on the train. I
quickly got dressed. I noticed two missed calls from David, but I was afraid to call him
back. Maybe he’d hear something different in my voice. I checked myself in the mirror,
and I felt pretty, younger. I smiled to myself, thinking how deep my orgasm had been
with Dan. I put on some lip-gloss in case I saw Dan and went to the dining car. But I
looked around the car and did not see him, so I sat alone in a booth.
While I ate my omelet and drank my orange juice, I felt and then saw him walk
past me. He smiled at me, but kept on walking to the end of the car. He took a seat at
a booth with his back to me. I watched the back of his head as he talked on his phone
and read his newspaper. I overheard snippets of his conversation. He was speaking to
someone from his business, checking on orders. The eggs I had just swallowed felt like
blocks of clay in my stomach. I couldn’t take another bite. The acid from the orange
juice burned in my throat and tasted like soap. I had forgotten how painful this could be:
dating, sleeping around, exposing yourself to all the hurt, the unknown. My ear began to
throb – the first time I had noticed the pain in the last day. As I winced and held my ear,
it occurred to me that the absence of pain is comfort. And healing, and safety. I listened
to the train wheels push us forward: fast and squeaky and tired.

Back in my cabin, I fell asleep, and I slept deeply. I woke to a knock on my door.
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