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Introduction 

I've heard, over and over, during both graduate and undergraduate degrees, 

Flannery Connor's proclamation, paraphrased differently each time, that if you lived 

a full childhood, you had enough material to write for the rest of your life. I admit I 

was, at first, skeptical. When I heard that statement, though, I was also inspired. Part 

of the beauty of being human is having language to put experience in words. From 

this, grows my interest and practice in autobiographical fiction. 

My thesis, titled "Backwards Skate Only," includes five short stories that 

take- at least in part-from my life. Writing this way allows me to take advantage 

of true emotion as it is felt, whether it be the witness I bore to one brief moment in a 

stranger's life, as in my story "Bamboo Kitchen," or a statement that a family 

member made which would alter my view of them, and life, forever, as happens in 

my story, "Where To." It is in this vein that I am most comfortable and free as a 

writer. 

While each one of these stories borrows from my life, they do vary in the 

means that they borrow. Sometimes I toy with characters I know, often it is the 

small-town setting I have lived in most of my life. Other times true life sneaks into 

my fiction in the most pivotal moments I have experience. What I have learned from 

this project is that writing autobiographical fiction helps to evoke emotion in my 

writing. 
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Issues in Voice: 

Autobiographical Fiction 

I have battled with my fiction over the past few years. I would write a piece 

and something would feel false, off, unwelcome. I would step out, wait a few months 

after workshop, revisit, but I would return to the same stories or write new stories that 

felt uninspired, frustrated. I didn't realize until later that I had been the problem. 

Many have told me that I'm reserved. I like to tuck my thoughts into a ball 

and keep them quietly to myself. When I began writing, I kicked myself out of the 

narrative by al ways writing in third person, from the point of view of an old man, a 

little boy, my opposites. The closest I came to myself was a twenty-something girl

and she was Chinese. I thought this was a good thing. I was "giving myself 

distance," and as a result, avoiding the sentimental. I was also avoiding true emotion. 

What I've had to learn how to do in the past couple years is let myself into my 

writing. This has been a slow sort of process in which I was, at first, dragging myself 

out-until, eventually, I found out that my creative nonfiction was better than my 

fiction. Now, I am learning to use my life to write what has been termed 

autobiographical fiction. I secretly believe all fiction is, on a spectrum, 

autobiographical. Described by David Huddle: "When I speak of autobiographical 

fiction here, I mean stories whose basic impulse comes out of memory. If the thing 

begins in memory, no matter how much made-up stuff is in it, I consider the story to 

be autobiographical" (Huddle 16), even autobiographical fiction's toughest critics 



couldn't write without memory. I've had to learn to manipulate memory by using 

craft elements like voice, character, and setting as a way of exposing my own life, to 

address the problem in my writing, to access the complexity in emotion I was 

seeking. The disconnect in my writing had manifested itself in voice. 
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My stories began, in the first couple years, as either complex messes that I had 

wound so tight I had no choice but to throw out, or as bare-bones as they get, craving 

some sort of substance. They lacked a real texture in the sense that they seemed 

unreal-too complex to comprehend, or as though the narrator's brain was starving 

itself of the world around it. I had ignored Anne Lamott's advice: "You can't do this 

without discovering your own true voice, and you can't find your true voice and peer 

behind the door and report honestly and clearly to us if your parents are reading over 

your shoulder" (Lamott 198). One of my writing professors told me this as well, her 

eyes nearly falling out of her skull when I told her why I couldn't write about my 

sister: "Well, my parents read most of my stuff." She was stunned: "Oh my god, 

Sarah!" And the string of sentences that came after this exclamation made sense. I 

had never thought of "voice" as being my own life injected into the story, but merely 

my own words. David Huddle speaks on this issue of memory, writing and voice as 

well: "Finally, the unsuccessful stories I received from my students were written by a 

false self' (17). I read this and instantly realized that the concrete in fiction comes 

from the senses and we can only access life through our own senses. Every sense 

becomes memory. Some writers rely less on the particulars of their lives when 



writing, while I tend to fall closer to autobiography on the spectrum than fiction 

because it produces healthier, fuller pieces for me. 
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I began writing ''Backwards Skate Only" in a complex, messy way. The plot 

was complicated, off, awkward. I began re-reading Bird by Bird by Lamott. At this 

point in my writing, I wanted to create the complex. I was also reading Stuart Dybek, 

whose stories are so beautifully real, so memoiristic sounding, so raw. I wanted that. 

I wanted to put life into my fiction-only not my own. I write character-driven 

fiction, not unlike Dybek, only I refused to let myself in. Dybek's stories, especially 

in I Sailed with Magellan, are so representative of Chicago-living, with Dybek' s 

hometown being the center of the stories he most certainly knew. The reader believes 

that they happened all around him. To me, the most successful writing is fiction that 

feels like memoir, that speaks universally. The Dybek story that stands out most to 

me when I think of my writing is "Orchids." This is a beautifully complex story 

about a teenage boy and his friends who are planning a trip to Mexico. What got me 

about this story is that even though Dybek is mentally transplanting these boys into 

another country, we are engulfed in the local color, the aspects of setting that 

connects these boys to Mexico: "We were getting ready to cross: practicing our 

Spanish by reading aloud the signs over the bodegas, cantinas, and taquerias as we 

cruised along Twenty-sixth Street" (Dybek 169). In this sometimes whirlwind story 

with Spanish-labeled signs in neighborhoods, boys cutting and spreading irises all 

over their town believing they are orchids, a weave of anecdotes presented through 

flashbacks, it is location that grounds the piece. 
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When I wrote ''Backwards Skate Only," I was relying on a life that wasn't 

mine, characters I didn't really know. There is nothing wrong with creating 

characters; that's what writers are supposed to do. Only, nothing about these 

characters was grounded in anyone I knew until the revision process, where I realized 

who I was writing about. I had lost track of the character-driven story because the 

character was not strong. I thought Lydia should originally be based on my mother, 

as most of my female characters are. I got lost and focused on a million other 

cluttering scenes because I was distracted. Lydia didn't feel right. So, I focused a 

little bit on a boy whom I eventually ended up cutting and then some more on the 

dog, Bruce, whom eventually was limited, and then more on Jean. I was compl�tely 

meandering. Basically, with this story, I needed to focus, to rely on reality, as Dybek 

does with setting. 

I finally realized that Lydia was largely based on me. So I looked at her: a 

woman who seemed to be wandering through life, taking opportunity as it presented 

itself, missing a connection with her sister. The story finally found its home when I 

let myself in. The most exciting line for me to write in this piece was: "Then, Lydia 

would feel a queasy protective feeling in the soft of her stomach that wanted to yell at 

him, to say, that is my blood." I had finally found the words to describe this feeling 

of protection and anger: the confusing feeling in a complicated relationship when you 

want to slap someone out of anger and then hug them in love. This is what I have 

come to conclude is my voice in the piece. 
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When it comes to voice and emotion, one writer I admire is Lorrie Moore. I 

was reading her work as I was writing "Where To?" Her stories, similar to Elizabeth 

Crane's When the Messenger is Hot, get at the darkly humorous side of life. Both 

Moore and Crane had me laughing and crying. I would love to be able to write like 

these women because they are so amazingly funny, yet appropriate humor to get at 

darkly sad moments in life. 

When I began my story "Where To?" I had also recently read Crane's "Year

At-A-Glance," and even more recently read Moore's "How to Talk to Your Mother." 

The lines where I was sobbing hardest were also the moments I was smiling or 

laughing. In Crane's lines like, "I fly home for Thanksgiving and arrive at an empty 

house and a note that says, "Went to a party at the Forestas', back around ten. Salami 

and provolone and some nice smoked mozz, in fridge," which I take to mean that my 

mother is cured, and I call my friends to discuss and analyze the miracle cure" (Crane 

86) made me realize that words do not always have to fail. They are, instead, 

poignant ways to get at life's ugly realities. In Moore's, I was so in awe of this line 

that I was almost afraid of re-reading it for fear that I might just give up writing out of 

sheer inferiority. How does Moore capture that inevitable confusion of emotion, I'd 

thought: "She will croak: "Do you remember, Ginnie, your father used to say that one 

day, with these cigarettes, I was going to have to 'face the mucus'?" At this she 

chuckles, chokes, gasps again" (Moore 87). Her use of humor given the imminent 

sadness of the situation amazes me. I think these lines perfectly convey the way life 

can be so beautifully funny and sad and how that is the worst kind of sad there is. 
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I wrote the first draft of"Where ToT' in first-person to force myself into the 

piece: I wanted my issues with my mother to come through, although not obviously. 

This is fiction, although a very real story for me: fear of leaving family, fear of death, 

a longing to feel excitement, at the same time, to escape. I realize my fears are the 

result of my upbringing and I was not so scared to come out of the womb as I am to 

leave Brockport, so between being born and 2006, something must have happened to 

me, and I describe that, in "Where to?" as this: 

The girl's mother had scolded her. I hate it when 

you 're morbid, her mother would say with a cigarette 

between her fingers and a wooden spoon in her other 

hand, stirring a large pot of sauce, the tomato jumping 

and spattering the sides, her shirt, the stove. Of course, 

her mother would always tack on: Although you never 

know what can happen. Things can happen to us here, 

at home, too, if you leave. 

This character rings true in my real life and I could even say that the girl• s 

mother is my mother in this story. Only, ''the girl's" actions are not true of me: I 

would never pick up a hitchhiker (my mother's influence, again) and I have never left 

her. This is the continuing experiment of injecting my life into fiction. The most 

successful lines have been the true aspects in my fiction: "Her mother's voice had 

been shaking yesterday at noon as they were on the phone and her mother had told the 

girl this: I lost a tooth. Her mother, at the age of fifty-seven, had lost her first adult 



tooth." While my mother did actually tell me this, I changed much of the story 

surrounding, retaining the emotion. I hesitate to write strictly creative nonfiction 

because I still enjoy the freedom of elaborating and creating, something I would feel 

guilty about doing in memoir. For me, writing autobiographical fiction is the most 

freeing way to write. 

I could not figure out why I loved this line in Lamott's Bird by Bird so much 

until I discovered autobiographical fiction: 

We write to expose the unexposed. If there is one door 

in the castle you have been told not to go through, you 

must. Otherwise, you'll just be rearranging furniture in 

rooms you've already been in. Most human beings are 

dedicated to keeping that one door shut. But the 

writer's job is to see what's behind it, to see the bleak 

unspeakable stuff, and to tum the unspeakable into 

words-not just into any words but if we can, into 

rhythm and blues. 

(Lamott 198) 

What Lamott addresses here is what appealed to me in Moore and Crane, which 

became what I attempted in my own writing: to delve into emotion by accessing the 

real, the lived. 

In my story, "Bamboo Kitchen," I use very little of my own life. This was the 

first of the stories to be written in this collection. I used one scene from my life-

8 



only that I was eating at the Chinese take-out in town and a very angry worker 

screamed "Fuck" very suddenly, into the phone. I decided to use this because I was 

intrigued: I imagined her life, and I wrote the story based on that moment. It sat 

untouched for a year or two and I just recently picked it up to revise it. Dybek came 

into play again, only this time, with my need to incorporate cultural details and the 

desire to make the story more internalized, incorporating more narrative thought. 
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"Bamboo Kitchen" also had very little backstory when I began revising. My 

intention was to give the story a more authentic feel, but writing semi

autobiographically would do anything but that. So I did some research about what 

would happen if a girl's father died in China, and found this: in a traditional family, 

the son inherits all and the daughter pays for the funeral. So I included this detail and 

made it the cause of some tension. 

Another of my stories, "Maribel," is third-person, limited point of view 

through a male narrator named Sam. I have been a Maribel-ish character, as most 

girls have, and so I used Sam's point of view to give some distance and also to create 

some complexity in character. I didn't want to create Maribel's as just another 

woman narrator done wrong by a man. I also wanted to prevent the story from 

becoming absorbed and preoccupied with the melodramatics of a college relationship. 

I did this by distracting the reader from the world of dramatic relationships by 

opening it up to the small-town lifestyle, which can sometimes more claustrophobic 

than relationships. 



IO 

All of my stories are small .. town, some version of Brockport, really. I wanted 

to have a close community in "Maribel," which I think small-town life is, in most 

aspects. The first story that comes to mind when I think of community and small

town life is Oates' "Curly Red." Here, Oates chronicles the life of a family that is 

torn apart when a younger sister reveals that her two older brothers have murdered an 

African American in their small town. The setting gives an almost claustrophobic 

feel to the plot, not letting too much drama escape, but still giving impact through 

vivid, concrete detail in light of the complications such a setting could make for the 

plot 

"We'd met on the front walk of the house on Crescent 

Avenue, by accident; Mario was leaving as I was 

approaching. I tasted panic seeing him, recognizing 

him immediately, my brother Mario I'd betrayed ... I 

was frightened he might spit in my face. Or-the walk 

was slick with melting snow-he might kick my legs 

out from under me." 

(Oates 20) 

"Maribel" is not a story about social class or culture, though it does have some hint at 

that with Stan, a mentally-disabled homeless man, who reappears to complicate Sam 

and Maribel's relationship. Also, I felt the need to give this very small, pointed plot 

of a younger girl dating an older man some depth that didn't revolve around the 

relationship. I relied on setting again for this: 



"'He tells fall and spring by the emptying and filling of 

the canal, when the little ice cream shop on the comer 

closes for winter and reopens for summer. He actually 

stops and listens to the band that plays on the block in 

front of the diner, while everyone else drives by 

wishing they were . .,. 

I didn't want Maribel to be a typical high school student I wanted depth in her 

character to provide the motive for Sam to remain interested. I also wanted her to 

acknowledge the claustrophobia in the town. 

1 1  

In "Dandelions," as well, I included a lot of small-town setting. Brockport 

comes through in setting detail: an abandoned Italian restaurant that I peer into from 

my bedroom windows, a hardware store by the Park A venue tracks that I'm very 

familiar with. The tool bench is my father's, as is the image of a man, a construction 

worker, hard at work in the basement: "He would come home from work after a ten

hour day and sigh, chipping away at large pieces of wood in the basement, eventually 

staining them different shades of brown." A woman painting in sloppy strokes, the 

color bleeding up to the ceiling and dripping on the floor is my mother, and my 

father, scolding her. I was attempting to imagine the sort of responsibility that a 

woman would have to take on in the event that her husband died suddenly. This 

woman, Diane, is not my mother. I imagirte her closer to my generation in her 

independence. Diane is a capable part of the unit alone, while my mother would 

struggle. I feel that Diane embodies, in her awkwardness in the hardware store, the 



12 

frustration at the tool bench, this confusion that I feel between admiration for both the 

housewife and the working wife. Diane wanders through a world that is unfamiliar 

without the stability of a man, which I feel my mother has instilled in me-especially 

the conflicts that the absence of that stability can cause while raising a child: 

She remembered the way Leslie had looked at her when 

she'd started crying, My Belgian waffle has egg shell in 

it, she'd explained to the waitress, dabbing her eyes 

with her napkin. Sandra had looked at her that way 

again, a few years later, when Diane would call her into 

the shower, where she found daddy long legs, to kill 

them. The first time, Diane felt guilty. She waited 

there, still and goose-bumped in the cold air, clinging to 

her towel, standing on her tip toes. You are the adult, 

she'd thought. 

Topically, this story veers far from the stories of Crane and Moore, especially in its 

cry for a man. Not to say that I don't think Moore's "How to be the Other Woman" 

doesn't long for a man in some ways, but that I think that, in my fiction, there is the 

struggle to reconcile my mother's generation (and, consequently, my sister's lifestyle) 

as the extremely conservative (that which requires the strength of man, the servitude 

of wife, the duty of mother) with the environment that I enter into every day (a more 

progressive view of womanhood, earning, independence). I think Diane is a woman 



troubled by her somewhat limited ability to independently raise a daughter, 

compounded by her desire for a man. 
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By embracing autobiographical fiction, injecting pieces of my life into 

otherwise fictional works, I came one step closer to quenching my need for fuller 

fiction, a work more satisfying and sensual, complex in emotion. "We know our own 

experience to have been enormously complicated, and if we are to write about it, we 

feel that we must catch something of the nature of that complication" (Huddle 23). I 

grasped this notion of fiction-writing from the aspects of my life that were the most 

complex: a woman's lost tooth, the beauty and suffocation of a small-town lifestyle, 

and the tension between generations. 



Bamboo Kitchen 

Liu's eyes shifted down to the red blister on the pale skin of her wrist. The 

blisters seemed to find each other, dancing up and down her forearms and fingers. 

She cursed at the oil that popped in the fryer, searing someone's order of sweet and 

sour chicken, its scent seeping into her inky hair. 
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An older man, his hair graying, sat in the comer eating brown noodles. The 

heat dripped down the windows behind him, shutting out the cold of the snowy night. 

Every other bite, the man shifted his stare from Liu to the seductive girl smiling from 

the calendar on the wall. Her eyes stopped scanning the egg rolls she packed when 

she noticed him staring. She rolled her eyes and continued. The wraps were thinner 

than paper, reminding her of delicate strips of skin, so thin that she'd tom many 

already that day. 

She could hear the boys calling to each other in the back. They cooked while 

she prepped and dealt with the customers. She remembered her first day a few 

months back, she had been shoved out to the counter with minimal ability to speak 

English. She'd known ''Hi," "Thank you," "Have a nice day," most of the numbers, 

and various cusses. The boys had ennunciated these to her when she'd raised her 

eyebrows as they yelled: shit, asshole, and her favorite, damnit. She would say it 

hard and fast It seemed the most intense to her. The angriest 

Liu lived in a cheap and small studio apartment above Bamboo Kitchen in 

Freeport, a small town in Western New York. Her mother stayed a couple blocks 

over with her brother. Liu had moved out shortly after they'd arrived At night, 



she'd lie in bed where the sirens blared on the street beneath her at least once or 

twice. Last night she'd tried phoning her brother. He didn't answer. She'd lain in 

bed for the rest of the night thinking about China and their family dinners. She and 

her brother had sat at the table for hours after dinner playing games and listening to 

music. 

No one ever wanted to pack the egg rolls. She would wrap two pork- they 

were the most popular- for every shrimp, then another with just vegetable filling: 

cabbage, carrots, onions. The smell was nauseating after a while. She'd repeat, 

dipping her fingers in egg whites after wrapping one side over the filling, then 

another, and then the ends, smearing the whites along the edges with her index and 

middle fingers, and wiping them on a damp gray towel when customers appeared at 

the counter. 

Two girls walked in. Liu's eyes stared at their straw hair, smoothed into 

ponytails as they grabbed at the pencils in their jars. The girls lifted the dented 

yellow sticks, shifting the rice, and began circling items on the menu. The phone 

rang. 

"Hello, Bamboo Kitchen," her voice chopped. ''Hello?" There was no 

answer. ''Hello?!" she called into the receiver. Liu could feel the girls' blue eyes 

piercing her with each word. "Fuck," she breathed She lifted her dark eyes to the 

girls. Their stunned expressions quickly turned expectant. Liu grabbed the menus 

from their hands. 
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"Seventy-five cents extra for lo-mein instead of fried rice," she said, noticing 
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the marks on the paper. The girls accepted and took their seat at a crimson booth. Its 

smooth vinyl seats seemed to be the only happiness inside the restaurant besides the 

calendar model's smile. The stained white walls were chipped in most areas, 

revealing a dull green hue with a few smudged window panes. 

Sesame Chicken. It seemed to Liu that all Americans ordered Sesame 

Chicken. She yelled to the boys in back, as the girls stared accusatorily, wondering 

what Liu was saying to the boys in her native tongue. The only thing, she thought, 

that is fair for me. Privacy from customers. The boys chuckled at her catty remarks. 

The man in the comer rose from his seat, set his plate in the 'Cans Only' bin 

and winked at Liu on his way out of the restaurant, shuffling his feet all along. Liu 

wiped her hands on a napkin, feeling dirty. 

Liu's hand wandered into her pocket and felt the smooth stone animal that her 

father had made for her. An ivory shell formed the head. It was a monkey, the same 

as her zodiac year. It felt like home. She used to revel in being a monkey. Her 

mother had always told her that monkeys are sure to become famous. She never 

really wanted to become famous, on screen or on the stage. She just liked the 

glamorous sound. Now, she wanted to get away from the dank air and plastic buckets 

with soapy water that she tripped over constantly while lugging to the windows, the 

floors, the coolers. She cleaned to quiet the boys. 

The boys, the voices from the back, the ones who would not get off her back if 

she were idle for just one minute. Even as she'd walk past them on slow days, as they 

sat on the short cooler's top, ogling at the "chicks" or "broads" on the pin-up 
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calendars and old magazines from the book shop next door. It 's pathetic, Liu 

thought. They 're pathetic. They would snatch the magazines from each others' hands 

and the sad part was, the magazines had been thrown out, discarded, they had no 

covers. They were used, sometimes crinkled, or stiff like paper mache from getting 

soaked, then dried under the warm sun in a cardboard box next to the dumpster. Liu 

would sneer at them, thinking that they were nothing to the girls in those magazines, 

and never would be anything but little Asian boys. Cute little things, Liu imagined 

the white girls saying of them as they had said of her so many times. Things. 

An old woman scooted through the door, allowing a moment of cool air to fill 

the hot room. Her hair was covered with a shawl, which sparkled with speckles of 

melting snow. The woman picked up a menu and a pencil, squinted over a few lines, 

and pushed it away. 

"I'll just have the Sesame Chicken," she said, "with white rice." Her eyes 

appeared large behind her spectacles. 

"You want pint or quart?" Liu asked, sighing. Her eyes drifted past the wet 

windows for a moment. The dark afternoon reminded her that the nights were longer 

and colder, leaving her apartment darkened until morning, and permanently chilled. 

"What?" the old woman asked. 

"Pint or quart?" Liu asked, her hands fidgeting with a fortune cookie 

wrapper. 

"I'm sorry ... I can't understand your--" 

"Ugh. Wait," Liu said, grabbing the two different sized containers, holding 



them up in frustration. "This? Or this?" 

"Well why didn't she just say so in the first place . . .  " the woman said to 

herself, pointing with a bony finger to the smaller container. 
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"Five minutes," Liu said to the old woman, turning away. She picked up the 

two plates of fried rice and set them on the counter. She waited for one of the young 

American girls to look her way. 

It had been easy for her mother to pack up and move with her brother, Hong, 

to New York. Liu might as well have been a suitcase- she had had about as much 

of a choice. It had been hard on all of Liu's family when Hong had decided to leave 

China after her father died. Liu was not surprised that her father had left Hong 

everything: the house along with whatever heirlooms were remaining after her 

father's rummaging. Liu's father had been obsessed with the most modem of things, 

and would gather belongings in a cart and shuttle them up the road to pawn them for 

money. He was scrambling all of the time, between work and whatever his mind was 

set on for the moment pawning, carving, hobbies that changed by the minute. 

Thankfully, when Liu' s father had died, it was not the catastrophe she'd feared, 

because her parents had rarely talked anymore anyway. 

Hong had surprisingly distributed what was left in her father's path: some 

amongst the family, allowing Liu a fan which she had hanging in her room. The 

others he had sold as eccentric items once he came to America. She remembered 

him, a few days after arriving, as he had approached an old woman, shaking her hand, 

with his other arm on her shoulder. Can I use your yard for a sale? For one d_ay 
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only, he'd said. I'll give you a beautiful mi"or. And he described the mirror that had 

hung in the entrance to their foyer, a marble frame. Hard and heavy. 

Oh sure, the woman had said, oh sure. She'd been charmed. 

What a businessman, her mother had said in Chinese, smiling quietly at Hong, 

stifled. Of course, who knew what Hong had really said that day, Liu thought. She 

reminded her mother: We are helpless here. We cannot speak to anyone but Hong. 

Hong could speak to everyone. 

Just before they'd left China, Hong had tutored her in some of the English 

language. Liu' s words still fell out of her mouth into piles, while his slid out in 

delicate strings. Liu felt silly, being older than her brother, and less educated. 

The transition had been easy enough on Liu's mother. Hong showed her 

America as though she were a tourist, as though this were a temporary stay. As 

though she'd be leaving to go home. And Liu' s mother knew she wasn't ever going 

back. She walked around with a bemused look on her face, as though she were in a 

dream. Take pictures, he'd said to her in Chinese, the language that was quickly 

becoming foreign to him. As though she'd have a place to bring these pictures back 

to. 

"Hey-Food is ready," Liu said and pushed the warm food to the edge of the 

counter. One girl rose from the red seat and handed Liu a twenty, her eyes barely 

meeting Liu' s glance. Liu returned her change, all of which the girl plucked from 

Liu's hand and placed into her wallet Her ponytail swayed as she made her way 

back to the booth. 
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Most nights, Liu would stay with the boys while they separated the tips. 

Sometimes they would give her a dollar bill or two quarters, but mostly they would 

take the tip jar into the broom closet and divide each crinkled dollar bill between the 

three of them. They would emerge to tell Liu that they didn't make enough to share 

with her that night. On those nights, the boys would ·have card games. Piles of dollar 

bills lined the table. Only one boy would leave smiling, grasping at the bills and 

stuffing them into the pockets of his tight pants. She had to hide her eyes from the tip 

jar all day and night so her fingers wouldn't swim in the money. 

''Umm ... excuse me," the girl's face appeared again, and she said, "I asked for 

Sesame Chicken-with no sesame seeds." Her fork sat lodged in a piece of chicken. 

"Sesame Chicken come with sesame seed," Liu said, and turned away. 

"I cannot have sesame seeds," she said. Her skin reddened. ''Please, can I 

have another one? Without seeds?" 

"No want Sesame Chicken? What other one you want? Sweet Sour 

Chicken?" Liu asked. 

"No. I want Sesame Chicken- without sesame seeds. Just Sesame Chicken. 

No sesame seeds," the girl said. Her hands moved to emphasize her words as she 

spoke. 

"Seventy-five cents extra," Liu glared. 

"Okay," the girl said. Her friend snickered, still sitting in the booth. 

Liu called the reorder to the boys in the back. This time they laughed even 

harder, their heads nodding in unison: Sesame Chicken without the sesame seeds. 
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The girl's friend sat at the booth eating her chicken, covered with seeds. 

Liu worked open until close to afford rent: eleven in the morning until 

cleaning was finished at ten. The restaurant closed at nine. All the while, Liu 

imagined that her mother would sit in front of a television as though Liu' s father were 

there applauding her for embracing modernity, watching American television in the 

English language that Liu, herself, couldn't understand. Her mother sat, waiting for 

Hong to return home from class at the community college or his part-time job at a 

local university, tutoring for the school's limited Chinese Language program. He'd 

boasted, Everyone will be doing business with China soon. Dr. Liao said to be 

bilingual, Chinese and English, it's invaluable. Liu had walked away from him when 

he said this. Her mother would sit, waiting for Hong to translate her life for her. 

She was here and working and speaking Chinese. Though she spoke the 

language, she felt she was losing China: the way she could no longer place her 

father's nose, the depth of the wrinkles around his eyes, the smell of work and musk 

on him, the way she had never thought she'd miss him, a rarity in the house, a voice 

that remained while watching the back of his head passing through the door. She 

was working in the exact place that every lost Chinese immigrant would work. She 

was transplanted into a world where her brother existed, functioning, and her mother 

thrived on him. 

''Is my food ready yet?" the old woman asked, returning to the counter from 

her seat. Her fingers clenched the counter and Liu turned to find her order sitting on 

the warmer. She charged the woman for her food and watched her walk to her seat, 
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ignoring the tip jar. 

Her mother had cried when she left the new house in America. Liu, she'd 

said, whispering, he didn't mean it. Don't leave. The day she'd said this, Liu and 

Hong had talked about their father for the first time that Liu could remember. They 

hadn't needed to talk about him while he was alive. He simply existed, meandering 

about their lives like a walking entertainment system. Hong had taken to drinking 

Jack and Coke, a drink he thought to be traditional and American. He wasn't far from 

hiccupping when he said: It's your fault, Liu, we didn't get to bury father properly. It 

had been awful what she did, and she knew this. She'd left for a few nights right after 

his death. She went to a friend's and slept on a bare mattress in a cold room, 

embarrassed she couldn't pay for her father's funeral. She imagined her Aunt Min 

and Uncle Chen, as well as the rest of her family, comparing her to the daughters of a 

few families she'd known whose father's had been lost, whose daughters had upheld 

tradition, had done whatever they could to pay for the elaborate funerals. Liu doubted 

this gossip. She thought that maybe these daughters had help. 

Liu glanced up to see the young girl watching her. 

"Order is ready," Liu said, once again, pushing the plate towards the girl. Her 

small frame stood from the seat and took the plate of plain chicken to her table, its 

slick red coating glistened in the dim light. 

Liu stretched her arm to the top of the drink cooler and grabbed at the green 

aloe plant. She snapped a stem off and began dabbing the milky liquid on the red 

blister. Continuing until the plant was dry, she smeared the liquid all over her wrist. 
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It dripped onto her peach t-shirt, forming a little red patch. 

She watched as the two girls finished their chicken. She could hear them 

talking quietly, probably about marriage or money. One of the girls reached into her 

pocket and shuftled around for a bit, while the other dipped back into her wallet. 

Both girls' hands emerged with a dollar bill. 

Liu set the plant back onto the top of the cooler and turned around in time to 

see the old lady hobble out the door, almost slipping on the first step. 

"Here," the girl said. She held her hand out to Liu, two dollar bills wedged 

between her fingers. "This," her eyes looked around the small restaurant: its scrappy 

walls, the humid air, dampened windows, and at Liu, her expression curious and sad, 

blistered and tired, "is for you. Your tip." 



Maribel 

''Do you think there was a Snow Age between the Ice Age and, like, now?" 

Maribel asked. "During the snow age," she said, her hands gesturing, "instead of 

raining or sleeting or hailing, it would snow all the time." 

"Right," Sam said, sll!irking. 
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Maribel skipped school most Tuesdays to hang out with Sam, who skipped 

work when he was scheduled. They sat in his living room among the smell of incense 

and a trash can that needed changing. Although the blinds were now closed, some 

slats were half missing, or half dangling, struggling to hold back the muted light of 

the rainy sky. Sam watched Maribel, who watched the rain, through the window of 

the front door. 

"What?" she said, punching him in the arm. "Stop staring at me." Her face 

reddened and her hand tugged at the drawstring on the hood of Sam's sweatshirt, 

which fit her almost like a dress. It hung to just above her knees, but was unzipped to 

her belly button, revealing ribs, beauty marks. 

"Sorry," he said, flipping the channel on the TV. "I was just thinking that 

you'd better put some clothes on and go." Sam reached and grabbed for her shirt and 

pants, balled up in the comer of the couch. "Here," he said, and threw them to her. 

"Wanna get dinner or something?" Maribel asked him. Her eyes lit up as she 

unzipped the sweatshirt, covered her small breasts, and shivered. 

"Uhhh . . .  no." He ran his hand through the mess of his hair. "I can't." A car 

pulled into the driveway and Maribel started squirming and grabbing, racing 
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frantically to put arms in sleeves. 

"Who is it?" she asked. 

"Joel," Sam said. "Hurry up." 

She finished getting her top on and ran to the bathroom, with jeans in arms, 

her bare feet slapping the floor, and cheeks peeking from the bottom of her faded blue 

underwear. The bathroom door slammed shut just before Joel walked in. 

"Maribel's here, isn't she?" Joel asked 

"Yeah, she's in the bathroom," Sam said. 

"I thought it smelled like girl in here. D'you bang her yet?" he asked, 

smirking and kicking off his sludge-covered sneakers. 

"Cut it out, man," Sam said, walking down the hall. He knocked on the 

bathroom door before walking in. 

"Hey!" she said and giggled. Sam heard dripping against the porcelain. 

"Uhh--sorry. I thought you were changing," he said. He couldn't help 

looking down at her and the way her elbows rested clumsily on her knees and her 

light hair skimmed her thigh. 

"It's okay, you don't have to leave. I don't care," Maribel said. "What's up?" 

Her underwear was down around her ankles, blending with the blue carpet. 

"I just wanted to give you this-it was laying on the couch still." He handed 

her the small lacy bra. 

"Thanks," she said, wiping herself 

"Yeah," Sam said. He walked out, closing the door behind him. 



Maribel appeared in the doorway to the living room a couple minutes later, 

smoothing her hair. 

''Hey there, little lady," Joel said. 

"Hi Joel," Maribel said. "So," she said, turning to Sam, "my parents asked 

me when I was going to get my license. Will you teach me how to drive?" 

"No way," Sam said. 

26 

Joel laughed. "Dude," he said, "I have a stick shift you can practice on." Joel 

was always pissing girls off Everything he said was followed with a wink and a 

laugh. His voice mail said "Hey, it's big Joel." He used phrases like "shoot the 

breeze." He was the slimiest of Sam's cousins, but he made rent affordable. Maribel 

just ignored him. 

"Joel, don't be a dick," Sam said. ''No Mar, I am not teaching you how to 

drive. Your parents don't even know I exist. You think one day they'll just accept 

that you know how to drive? Come on.�' He was poking his fingers in the holes on 

the couch, then pulling them out. Each time, a piece of white fluff would peek out 

from beneath the tan fabric. 

"I canjust tell them Lana taught me." She toyed with a strand of hair, her legs 

swooped over the side of an arm chair. Lana was Maribel's friend. Joel had asked 

Sam to "hook him up" with her. "The less mine and Mar's lives overlap, the better," 

Sam had said. He could tell Maribel had neglected to put her bra back on by the way 

she poked through her shirt and the way Joel was staring. 

"Just like I sometimes tell them I stay at her house at night," she finished. 
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"No," Sam said. 

Joel shook his head and closed his eyes. 

After Maribel left, she called three times asking Sam if she could stay over on 

Thursday night, when he wanted to have dinner with her, and if he was really sure he 

didn't want to take her driving. 

"What did you get yourself into with this chickT' Joel asked after the third 

time Sam hung up. 

"I told you. We hang out. It's nothing," he said. 

"Bullshit," Joel said, laughing. He slapped his knee. "You have her eating 

out of your hand, you lucky bastard" 

* 

Sam was repeating Geology 210 when he met Maribel. He thought, at first, 

that she was a freshman. Toying with his pen and a blank piece of paper he'd 

borrowed from the girl next to him, Sam stared at Maribel, who sat two rows over 

with a stack of pens, pencils, and the expensive textbook covered by a Clancy's 

Supermarket paper bag. 

"Who does that?" The girl a seat over nudged him and nodded at Maribel. 

"She even has Geology written on it--in pink marker." 

Maribel was leaning back in her chair and staring out the window. Her left 

arm was hanging down, twirling a piece of purple ribbon that hung from the zipper on 

her book bag. 

"Pff-yeah. I dunno," Sam said, still staring at the way her foot was bobbing 
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up and down. With each movement, her sandal hit her heel and rebounded, making a 

noise he could just faintly hear. 

Professor Rita Winters always made her students introduce themselves: name, 

major, and where from. 

"Hey," Sam said, twirling his pen in somersaults on his paper. "I'm Sam 

Bordon ... trying to finish my communications degree . .. from about twenty minutes 

away, in Garville," he mumbled, rubbing the top of his head with his hand. 

"Where?" Winters asked, her eyes squinting beneath the glasses, a silk blue 

string dangling down and around her neck. 

"Garville," he said. I hate this bullshit, he thought, all of these people know 

where I'm from already. Sam moved to Freeport to attend the state university 

because it was cheaper than the schools his friends were attending. That was six 

years ago, when he was nineteen. Since, he'd failed Winter's class, taken semesters 

off to work at Jiffy Lube, and drank through enough liquor to have a reputation. 

"Oh," Winters said, "what do you do?" 

''I work at Jiffy Lube," Sam said. He lowered his eyes. 

When it was Maribel's tum, he watched as her eyes lit up and her posture 

straightened. 

"My name's Maribel. I'm a senior at Freeport high school. I'm taking this 

class and a dance class for credits towards college-I start next year. I love dancing, 

mostly modern, but I also do some tap," she said. 

Sam knew that the local high school offered college credits to seniors who 
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enrolled in college classes, yet he was taken aback when Maribel spoke up. Most 

high school students mumbled a word or two the whole semester, blending with most 

college students. 

The boy next to her spoke in a mocking tone. 

"I'm Dylan. I'm a freshman--in high school. I like Chinese cuisine and 

yoga," he said sarcastically. The class laughed. Maribel's face reddened and she 

looked back out the window, her legs uncrossing and crossing again. 

"Dylan," Winters said, "you certainly act like a high-schooler, don't you?" 

Maribel reddened again and raised her eyebrows. The girl next to Sam 

giggled and snapped her gum. 

Sam approached her at the end of class. They started talking and Sam walked 

her part-way home from class. Sitting on the gray dock behind the post office, they 

cast tall shadows against the brick building behind them. She was staring at a 

collection of strings around her wrist, the rubber on the bottom of her sandals 

bouncing· off the pavement. 

"So you work at the Jiffy Lube? What do you want to do when you're done 

with that?" she asked. 

Sam thought, his eyes closed, as the cars on Main Street seemed to grow 

louder and more urgent until he gave up. "I dunno," he said, staring at the books in 

her bag. Some on dance, the covered geology text, all with bookmarks or dog-eared 

pages. 

"I want to dance," she said. "Or if I can't be a dancer, I want to be a scientist. 



That's why rm taking geology. I love the idea that volcano eruptions and 

earthquakes can be predicted. Have you ever been to Hawaii? My dad took us all 

there and we saw some. It was so cool. " 
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"Oh yeah? Well maybe you can help me out. You know, studying and labs 

and stuff. I'm repeating the course. I didn't really ever show up the first time," Sam 

said. 

"Yeah, I can do that," Maribel said, then paused. ''There's this volcano we 

saw named Haleakala. People would spend all night there waiting for the sun to rise 

and spill over the horizon, all lemon-like. It was like we were standing in a 

completely yellow sky. Our tour guide told us it was going to erupt in 500 years or 

something. I wondered what it would look like then, if it would still be yellow that 

morning. He said something about the volcanoes communicating with each other, too. 

I thought that was so cool," she said 

"Hmm," Sam said. 

"I have to get home, though," Maribel said. "I have dance practice. There's a 

recital soon. But I'll talk to you later." She jumped from the dock and brushed the 

dirt from her pants, then walked away, leaving her number on a scrap of paper in his 

hand. 

* 

They were stopped at a red light in town and she was tapping on the steering 

wheel, singing with the song. 

"It's green. You can go now," Sam told her. 



"Oh sorry, I wasn't watching. I love this song," Maribel said. The car 

lurched forward. He turned off the radio. She turned it back on. only louder. 

"You gotta work on the acceleration." he said. She nodded and took a deep 

breath. 

"I can do that," she said. "You know what?" 
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Sam looked at her. "What?" he asked. She started flicking knobs and pushing 

levers until the windshield wipers and caution lights and high beams were all on, and 

the windows were down and the horn was blaring. 

She screamed, with her head out the car window, almost losing control. Sam 

grabbed the wheel from her. She pulled her head in and looked at him, her hair 

swirling around. The windshield wipers continued flapping. She laughed. 

"What the hell are you doing?" Sam asked, his face red and twisted. Once 

she had better control of the wheel, he let go and turned everything off. She was still 

giggling. 

''That was fun." Maribel said. 

"Huh?" 

"I always wanted to do that," she said. 

"What? Make a fool of yourself when you're driving?" Sam asked. 

''Never mind," she said, and was quiet for a minute. A man and a child sitting 

on a bench were pointing and staring. "So, to thank you for helping me, I want to 

take you to dinner. Some place awhile away so my parents won't see us, of course," 

she said, slowing at the next intersection. 



"No. You don't have to do that," Sam said. "Really." 

She didn't say anything the rest of the car ride. 

* 
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Joel had gotten into the habit of tallying on the refrigerator memo board the 

number of times he could hear Sam and Maribel "making it," as he called it. After, 

they sat on the couch drinking beer and watching television. 

"So, why don't you want to go to dinner?" Maribel looked at Sam, the sleeves 

of her orange sweater pulled down over her knuckles. "Are you embarrassed of me?" 

Sam rolled his eyes. "Come on," was all he said. 

"Well, I think that last performance deserves a golf clap," Joel said, walking 

into the living room. 

"Shit, man," Sam said. "Where'd you come from?" Joel took a seat next to 

Maribel, ignoring Sam. 

"Maribel," he started, "you know, I saw your shirt that said 'Dancers do it 

better' but, damn, I had no idea--" 

"Joel, leave us alone," Sam said. 

"Isn't that, like, statutory rape?" Joel said. 

"No," Maribel said smiling. "I'm eighteen. Grow up." 

* 

Maribel and Sam sat on the picnic table by the canal working on a lab. 

Maribel looked up at a man, who was peddling down Bilter Ave on his army-colored 

bike, the same faded green as the lift bridge. The bridge sat on the canal, 



occasionally raising for the boats of the season to pass through, its bell ringing, the 

passengers waving as though there were always people to wave back. 
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"Hey, it's Officer Stanley," Maribel said, standing up as the man on the bike 

rode closer. ''Hey, Stanley!" 

"What? How do you know his name?" Sam asked. "How do you know him?" 

"Just from bein' around. He's real sweet. He just tries to protect everyone," 

she said, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand, while smiling and waving 

him over with the other. 

"Don't do that," Sam said. "Are you crazy? He's got issues! Look at his 

outfit. You know he's not really a cop, don't you?" he asked. 

She continued smiling at Stanley, who hopped off his bike and pushed down 

his kickstand with his fingers, but turned to roll her eyes at Sam. Stanley walked over 

to her. The green bike rattled and then clunked as the kickstand gave and his bike fell 

to the damp ground. 

''Hi Stanley/' Maribel said, walking over to him. "What are you up to?" He 

smiled at her and said something Sam could barely hear from where he was standing. 

Sam looked at the man's plastic badge, its cheap gold color glinting in the sun. 

"Hey there," Stanley said. "Who's this guy? Not causin' any problems is he?" 

Stanley puffed his chest out, a faded navy button-down stretched across his belly, the 

buttons misaligned. 

"This is Sam," Maribel said, giggling. "He's my fiancee." Her mouth twisted 

into a smile as she tossed a look over her shoulder, an eyebrow raised. She was 
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holding out her ring finger, adorned with a ring she had just fashioned from the stems 

of leaves. Sam glared at her, but kept silent, waiting for Stanley to finish. 

"Better take good care of her," Stan said, nodding at Sam. "And watch out 

for those robbers around here." 

"Robbers?" Sam asked. 

"Yeah, they' re looking for them. Just heard it over the radio," Stan said, 

pointing to a plastic radio clipped to his belt, next to a plastic gun, green and gray. 

"Hey, you wanna come to my dance recital, Stanley?" Maribel asked. 

Sam looked at his graying hair. His head looked large compared to the brick 

shops down the block in the background "Yep--just tell me when. I'll see you 

Sunday for church. Be careful," Stanley said. He picked his bike up, dirt and grass 

stuck to the handlebars and he peddled off, the tires crunching the pebbles on the 

street 

Maribel sat down on top of the picnic table, and watched him pedal away. 

"What the hell? Don't even joke about that," Sam said, leaning against the 

weathered bench, staring at the table beside it, scarred with carvings: I LOVE 

BOBBY. JODY GIVES GOOD HEAD. TIFFANY AND LIZZY BF 4 EV A. 

"About what? Being engaged?" Maribel asked. "I was just playing around. 

It's just a stem!" She burst out laughing. Her finger plucked the knot in the stem and 

it popped apart. It fell to the ground. 

"How often do you talk to him?" Sam asked. 

"I go with him to the pond on Rogers to feed the ducks in the spring, I ride my 



35 

bike with him down the canal path when he asks, sometimes I go with him to church. 

He goes to the Nativity. It's really so beautiful there," she said. 

"Are you Catholic?" Sam asked. 

''No. I'm nothing, really," she said, pausing. "But when he's there, he's just 

so peaceful, it's like same way he is when I take him to the duck pond. They're all 

like, quacking and running at him and he just holds his hand out with his stale bread 

in it. · They've even nipped him. He doesn't care." 

"How can you stand it?" Sam asked, shaking his head. "He sounds needy." 

"He's a different kind of person," Maribel said. "We're all so worried about 

our important lives. I mean, he actually stops and listens to the band that plays on the 

block in front of the diner, while everyone else drives by wishing they were there 

watching. " 

"Yeah, but he doesn't have a job. Does he even have a place to live?" Sam 

said. 

Maribel rolled her eyes. "You know, I used to pretend his name was Phil 

when I didn't know him. Then one day I was watching him, limping and pushing his 

bike down State," she traced the carved letters with her fingers. 

Sam said nothing. 

"And then he fell and grunted and a woman was watching from her steps, 

sweeping, and she didn't move. I went to help him up. That's how we met. He 

asked me ifI' d walk his bike back home with him," Maribel said. 

"So you went with him? Are you crazy?" Sam asked as he tilted his head 
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back and threw his palms on his temples. 

"Yeah. Well, I actually just hopped on his bike and pedaled it next to him the 

whole way," Maribel said. 

"Where does he live?" Sam asked. 

"He stays in that vacant cobblestone down the canal. The one the town owns. 

He's stayed there as long as I've known him." 

"They don't kick him out?" he asked. 

"He doesn't hurt anyone. Well, anyway, you asked how I knew his name," 

Maribel said. "I asked him." 

* 

"Hey, Bordon!" Sam's manager called to him. "You got a visitor!" He 

motioned to the reception area. 

"Who?" Sam asked, rubbing his stained hands on his navy pants. 

"I dunno, but she's cute," he said. Sam climbed out of the pit and walked up 

the stairs to the front desk. There was Maribel. 

''Hey," she said, "I passed my driver's test!" She smelled sweet among the 

heaviness of oil, fluids, and exhausts. "I came to get my oil changed," she said. 

"Nice job, Mar," Sam said. "Pull your car over the pit." 

"The what?" she asked. 

"The hole in the floor. The pit. Line it up," Sam said. 

"Okay," Maribel said, walking to her car. 
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"It must be real easy to rob the cradle when the baby comes to you!" the man 

they all secretly referred to as "Bob the asshole" yelled from in the pit. ''Nice pink 

toe nails!" 

Bob and Sam were in the pit when Maribel pulled her red Ford Escort over 

them. 

"Can't you come up here and talk to me?" Maribel yelled down to him. Sam 

peered up at her as she looked around and shrugged. "Can't someone else do it?" 

"Go and give the chick her pacifier," Bob said. ''Next time, leave the kiddies 

at home. I'll do the change." 

Sam walked up and started stocking oil filters against the side of the concrete 

walls. 

"So she said I did all righ�" Maribel said, "the woman who gave me the test. 

And Lana told me that's nice because most of those people are real assholes. " 

"Oh yeah?" Sam said. 

"Hey!" Bob yelled up from beneath the car. "You know the oil's clean in this 

thing?" he laughed. "Broads," he said. Maribel blushed. 

* 

The September sunset came in through the windows and down the walls. The 

frames of the windows sent large lines against the golden wash on the floor and 

bodies. Sam stood outside the door of the dance studio, watching the shadows of the 

dancers on the floor--afraid if he looked at the girls, they'd be looking at him. 

Bare toes pattered against the shadows on the wooden floor. Sam saw 
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Maribel, the light casting reflections on the shiny fabric of her leotard. He watched 

her shoulder blades spread apart, then come together like the flapping of moth wings. 

It took only a second for him to recognize her shape. She was streaming in a line of 

other girls, her face serious, cheeks bright pink. He remembered that afternoon. 

"So, I've asked you three times, Sam, and you haven't answered me. You're 

gonna come to the show tonight, right?" she asked, lifting her eyes up to him. A 

denim skirt cut off just before her yellow leg warmers continued down her legs to her 

white sneakers. 

"Uhh, I dunno. What time's it at again?" Sam asked. 

"I have rehearsal at like, six-ish. The performance is at eight," Maribel said. 

"I was wondering if you could bring Stanley." 

"I really don't know--" 

"It'd mean the world to me--and Stanley. I don't  think he knows how to get 

there," she said. 

It was six-thirty when the piano music ended. The dance left Maribel's body 

as she straightened and stretched. Sam turned and walked down the hall, hoping she 

wouldn't grab a drink at the dripping drinking fountain he passed, or go to the 

bathroom he had seen on his way down to her rehearsal. 

Sam's cell phone buzzed. It was her and he hoped she hadn't seen him. He 

silenced it, her name disappeared from the display. 1 missed call, it read. He could 

hear the squeak of his sneakers against the floor, growing louder with each step. The 

halls were covered with a sign advertising the dance performance, another, an 



improv, and another, a Sadie Hawkins dance. I am wandering through her high 

school, he thought. 

* 

At four a.m. Sam woke up and looked at his phone. 11  missed calls, it read. 

He called and left her a message. 

"Hey, it's me. Sorry I didn't make it tonight. Joel and I forgot it was a 

buddy's birthday," he lied. "We went to the bar early. I got real wasted and passed 

out. Sorry Mar, I hope it went well. Talk to you later," he said. Sam checked his 

messages. 

"Hey, it's me. Don't forget, the recital's at eight. Stanley will be waiting at 

his house. And I love daisies," Maribel said. Beep. 

"Hey. I had Lana save two seats for you and Stanley. They're in the third 

row. Kay, see you in a bit." Beep. 
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"I hope nothing happened to you-why didn't you come? Call and let me know 

you're okay." Beep. 

"Where the hell are you?" she yelled. Beep. 

"I was dancing, and I kept staring at the two empty seats. Then Stan showed 

up alone. And that's when I realized I never want to talk to you again." Beep. 

Silence. Beep. 

"I knew everyone was right. You're just using me. I can't believe you." 

Beep. 



Silence. Beep. 

''Never talk to me again," she said. Beep. 

Silence. Sigh. Beep. 
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When Sam finished listening to the messages, he realized he was pacing back 

and forth. He lay back in bed and listened to the messages again. 

* 

Sam watched Maribel in class as she scrawled on a piece of paper. She threw 

her pen down and folded the paper into a little square. He watched her tap a boy on 

the shoulder. Maribel whispered to him and handed him the note. Sam watched the 

· note pass in front of the boy's green shirt to the girl next to him. Maribel got up and 

left the class. 

"Is she seriously passing you a note?" she whispered, handing me the note. 

"So lame." Sam lowered his eyes. 

The note was scrawled, quickly, nervously. Sam felt childish even unfolding 

it. His face was reddening because those who passed it around to him were staring. 

He knew, though, after reading it, he would meet Maribel at the canal that night, as 

she'd asked him in the note. 

* 

Sam drove up early and Maribel was already there, talking to Stanley. It was 

dark. She looked at Stanley and smiled. 

"Hi, Sam," he said. "Sorry you couldn't make it to the recital. Maribel was 

wonderful." 
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Sam nodded. Stanley straddled his bike and, waving, started over the bridge. 

Now lit, its lights splayed shadows on the canal. 

"Bye Stanley!" Maribel called after him. She looked at Sam. "I told him you 

couldn't make it, something came up. I didn't want to hurt his feelings and let him 

think it was his fault," she said. "I know that it's me." 

"No, it's just. I dunno. I'm sorry. I should've gone," Sam said. "But what 

was with the messages?" 

She smiled and her cheeks reddened. "Whatever. You deserved all of them." 

She punched him softly on the arm and asked, "Want me to show you what you 

missed?" 

"You mean the dance?" he asked. 

"Yeah," she said and walked to the pedestrian side of the bridge. She moved 

like she had in the studio, her cheeks paler though, and her hair swayed about her 

shoulders. The metal on the bar made parts of her invisible as she danced, back and 

forth, up and down the bridge. The crickets pulsed in the background, crescendo-ing 

with the movements of her body. Sam counted the four cars that drove by, with 

drivers and passengers who smiled through their windows, pointing. She kept 

dancing. Where the lights from the bridge shone on the water, there was a partner 

echoing her. Then she stopped and smiled at him, walked to the end of the bridge, 

and bowed. Sam stared. 

"Did you like it?" she asked. 

<'It was really good," he said 
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"Thanks," she giggled. "I really wanted to ask you if you'd come with me to 

dinner." 

"Where?" Sam asked. 

"With my parents," she said, biting her lip and zipping up her purple hooded 

sweatshirt. 

"Maribel, I don't want to be your boyfriend. I mean, right, we have fun. But 

that's it," Sam said, lifting her chin with his fingers, her smooth skin growing hot. 

She nodded her head as if to convince herself The wind gave a shove and the 

trees bent. She looked at him, her eyes glassing over with tears. Sam put his hands 

on her arms and kissed her. She pulled away from him and grabbed his car keys from 

his pocket. 

"I'll drive," Sam said, reaching his hand for the keys. She acted as if he 

wasn't there, unlocking the door and sitting in the car. It started. She wasn't letting 

him in. 

"Maribel!" Sam yelled, pounding hard on the window. "Maribel, let me in!" 

She was shaking her head. He kept pounding. 

The car started pulling away from the curve. Maribel raised her middle 

finger. Sam started running, his feet crunching against pebbles, the sidewalk slowly 

darkening with drops. He fell hard on the pavement, looked up and waited to see if 

the brake lights on his car would flash. They didn't. 
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Backwards Skate Only 

Lydia first saw the magnolia tree two weeks ago, when she left Kurt, her 

husband, and arrived at her sister Jean's house. She wasn't sure how long she'd be 

there, only that circumstances prevented her from staying ''too long," her sister Jean 

had said, "Reggie is worried about the new nursery." 

The tree grew outside the window of the "new nursery," as Reggie, Jean's 

husband, had called it, where Lydia was staying. She was quickly becoming 

crammed between baby potions, cloth toys, fabric toys. It was endless. 

Last weekend, Lydia slept on the couch one night while Jean and Reggie 

painted the walls daffodil yellow and put up a Peter Rabbit border. She could hear 

them laughing, kissing quickly as though they were teenagers still, and then a "Shit, 

can you hand me the rag?" or "Couldn't you have told Lydia to move her junk, 

Jean?" For the rest of the week Lydia peeled specks of dried yellow paint off her 

suitcase, purse, picture frames. 

Once they had finished, Lydia spent her nights staring at the border counting 

Peter Rabbit's different poses. The room Lydia stayed in at Jean and Reggie's was 

next to the laundry room. The dryer sometimes thumped against the wall when Jean 

was drying a load, keeping Lydia awake at night. Its hollow echoes created a rhythm 

that Lydia would hum to, sometimes lullabies; then sometimes she'd click her tongue 

in annoyance until the load stopped. Lydia had wondered what they were going to do 

when the baby came. She imagined it waking, whimpering at the thuds. "We'll 
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move the dryer to the other side of the room. Reggie and I already thought of that," 

Jean had said. 

Bruce, Lydia's beloved Boston Terrier, scratched at the thudding on the other 

side of the wall constantly, sometimes so loud that she would get tired of yelling at 

him and go out to the kitchen for a glass of warm water. When she would wake the 

next morning, there would be claw marks down the bottom foot of the wall. 

"Shit, Bruce," she'd said. 

She watched the magnolia tree from her window at night, wishing she were 

somewhere other than this nursery, with its Peter Rabbit walls. "It's the only unisex 

theme we could think of," Jean had said. The sex of the baby was being kept "a 

surprise, just like we did with Amelia," Reggie told Lydia during lunch. "I know you 

think it makes better sense to prepare, Lydia. But come on, it takes something away 

from the excitement of childbirth. Man, you should try it sometime. It's 

exhilarating." He paused for a minute,, and after he realized Lydia was not 

responding, continued. "I hope you're not afraid of rabbits the way you're afraid of 

cats-or I forget, are you afraid of children? Is that why you never had any with 

Kurt?" 

Jean had giggled. 

Lydia cringed inside as she turned to see her sister coming out from the house. 

"It's diseased," Jean said before pulling the sliding glass door closed behind 

her two-year-old daughter, Amelia. "It's a bad tree. It's usually beautiful though, in 

the spring, when it blooms. But once every five years or so, it leaks sticky brown all 



over our sidewalk. Then this year, we found a nest in it." She pressed her hand on 

the top of her round belly. Lydia stared at Jean's belly as it rebounded against her 

hand; full, like a balloon. 

''Baby," Amelia said, pointing at it. · 

Jean smiled. 

Lydia watched the bees swirling around in the stems and spuds. 

''Bzzzzzz," Amelia said. 

"Come on, Amelia," Lydia said, turning and pulling her niece away by the 

hand. "Careful of the bees." 

"Oh, she's fine," Jean said. "She won't go near them." Jean walked over to 

Amelia, taking her hand from Lydia. She stuffed her tiny arms in a crinkly pink 

· jacket. "It's chilly out here," Jean said, zipping it up to her chin. 

"Wanna go play on the swing?" Lydia bent down to Amelia again, who 

smiled up at her. 

The swing creaked back and forth as Amelia squealed. Lydia's hand 

repeatedly touched the soft back of Amelia's jacket, and then let go. 
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''Daahhhhg," Amelia said, outstretching one of the fingers wrapped around the 

chain to point to Bruce. Bruce sat on the porch watching out the brown door, 

alternately pawing at the comer of the door and gnawing on his back leg. 

* 

It had been two years since Lydia bought Bruce, all of a thousand dollars, and 

she would make the last payment on her credit card that month. Kurt always said she 
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was "too quick to buy, anxious." She'd ignore him and reply, "The early bird gets the 

worm." Kurt hated Bruce. The moment Lydia bought him was a last effort at 

repairing the relationship. Maybe they needed something to take care of together, 

she'd thought. Kurt called children rugrats. Children were out of the question. Even 

Lydia felt Jean was pushing it now, having a baby at thirty-four. Lydia was five years 

older than Jean. 

That was all before Kurt left He'd packed his duffle bag and took off, 

counting the cigarette butts that littered the driveway on his way out, "There must be 

fifty of 'em out here. That and the dog shit," he yelled to her. "Goddamn slob," he 

muttered under his breath. She sat and held Bruce, who'd been whining and shaking 

as he always did when they were shouting at each other. Snorting from Bruce could 

be either elation or fear, but the shaking had only happened when Kurt raised his 

v01ce. 

"Go on," Lydia had called after him. 

The day he left, she'd found a number in his pocket. Expecting a Janice, 

Christine, or Faye to answer, she'd been surprised to hear Larry, a veterinary 

technician, on the other line, who asked if she and Kurt had reconsidered putting 

Bruce to sleep. 

"To sleep?" she asked. "For Christ's sake, he's only two freakin years old!" 

"I take it, Mrs. Truby, you were unaware of his appointment?" 

"You can say that," Lydia said 

"Well, ma'am, after he bit you, you should consider it." 
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"What?" Bruce sat at her feet, licking his paws. "He would never bite me." 

She looked at the dog, and then the door. "Cancel the appointment." She'd stayed in 

her bedroom for the rest of the afternoon the way she would have done when she was 

younger. 

Bruce had walked around the room. He placed his paws on the window sill 

while standing on a chair, jumped down, laid by the door, paced at the foot of the bed, 

disappeared under the bed, until eventually, he'd curled into a ball in a pile of dirty 

clothes in the closet. 

Lydia had played a cassette she'd recorded of songs that Kurt referred to as 

"backwards skate only." It was a tape she'd made years ago, lamenting lost loves, a 

bad day, a fight with her sister. The songs seeped from the machine, which itself had 

.a hum as the black thread wound from one coil to the other. She'd flipped through a 

photo album: Bruce at last Christmas sniffing a stocking, Bruce lapping at the water 

in a blow-up pool from the summer past with bits of grass plastered to his nose, Bruce 

in a pumpkin sweater at Halloween. What if she hadn't called? 

''Thank God, baby," she'd looked at Bruce through her tears. His head perked 

up from under her stockings and old nightshirts. 

Lydia had taken Bruce for a walk, cursing Kurt the whole time. She'd hated 

him then, everything he did; how he gnawed on his nails when he drove his rusting, 

powder blue pickup, and the way he sat in his room and read all night before sleeping, 

anything he could get his hands on: Chekhov, Playboy, the newspaper and the 

Chicken Soup Series. Lydia watched QVC and infomercials, never buying anything 



worthwhile: cooking knives that could cut tree trunks, the Chipmunk's Christmas 

Album, a blank book that served as a makeshift will, Things My Family Should 

Know, it was titled. She never filled it. They slept in different beds in different 

rooms since they were married. Kurt didn't watch television. Lydia didn't read. 
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She walked Bruce until she didn't remember her way home. She strayed from 

her country dirt road and wound up in the middle of a suburban track. It was getting 

late. She sat against the bumper of someone's car with Bruce in her arms. She 

stroked his head and he slopped her chin, until the owner of the house came out. 

Appalled at her sweatpants, disheveled hair, and stained Jazzercise t-shirt, an old 

woman in a business suit opened her front door to tell her that she was in the wrong 

neighborhood Lydia started crying, "Bruce," she said, "let's go home." 

* 

Jean and Reggie watched Lydia as she sat at the dining room table, stacking 

quarters one on top of the other. She continued counting even as they refused them. 

Amelia sat on Jean's lap with curls in disarray around her forehead, some plastered to 

her skin with leftover pasta from dinner, others sticking straight up. 

"Lydia, listen. We know the situation you're in. Don't worry about paying 

us. I mean, what would QVC do without its best customer?" Reggie said, staring at 

Lydia's fingers, her nails discolored from cigarette smoke. 

"Reggie," Jean said, looking at him. 
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"What Jean? Lydia knows I'm just kiddin with her. Don't ya Lyd?" he said 

without smiling. 

"Just let me do this," Lydia said. "I take up space in the nursery, I eat your 

food, I'm here all day. I need to repay you somehow." The coins clinked as she 

plunked them into five-dollar piles. She would lose track and recount, sighing. 

Bruce sat at her feet, whining. "Bruce, cut it out ." She nudged him away with her 

heel and dumped more change from the Folgers can onto the wooden table. 

Jean was toying with the strings on Amelia's jumpsuit . Amelia reached out 

and knocked over a pile of Lydia's quarters, keeping one in her hand, and slipping 

another in her mouth . 

" 

"Mm.mm," Amelia said. Jean pushed her hand away from her mouth. 

"You know, Bruce has been shedding an awful lot lately," Jean said . 

"Oh I'm sorry. Did you want me to vacuum more often? I didn't even think-

"Oh, no it's not that," Jean said. "But have you seen his hot spots?" 

"Hot spots?" Lydia said. "What the heck are those?" 

"He has sores. The hair falls out. They get red and puffy. I called the vet," 

Jean said. "You haven't noticed?" 

"I guess I have seen those," Lydia said. Bruce had become intermittently 

needy and solemn. At times he was at Lydia's heels, licking and wagging, and she 

would scold him or move him away to pick up Amelia or help out w_ith the house. In 

his quiet moments, she would stumble upon him in Amelia's bedroom, sniffing in the 
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closet, under the bed. When Bruce was alone, he was crouched in a comer, licking at 

the folds in his skin, near his legs, under his belly, until he would sap them up with 

his spit. Lydia didn't know what to do about this. She didn't have money for 

veterinary bills. She'd applied for jobs at the Smith market, Assisted Living facilities, 

even cafes and an auto garage as a receptionist. She heard nothing back. 

"I tried putting Vaseline on them," Jean said. "That was earlier today. He 

was crying though. I talked to Reggie. We can pay for a vet visit if you need, Lydia. 

You've got to take him." 

Reggie nodded. 

Lydia's face reddened ''No," she said. 

* 

That night Lydia walked into Amelia's room. The fan in the comer was 

humming softly and she could see the curve of her chubby cheeks from the glow of 

the nightlight. Amelia slept, breathing in and out in slow rhythms. Bruce tried to 

nudge in past Lydia's ankles. 

''Bruce," she hushed, "get outta here." Lydia shut the door after pushing 

Bruce's smooth, solid hind through to the hallway. He grumbled, reminding her of 

Kurt. 

Kurt had returned to the house when he found out that she left, a mutual 

friend had told her this, and also that he was doing "quite well besides," whatever that 

meant. They hadn't talked about a divorce yet. She knew, though, when she watched 

Reggie and Jean picking their home-grown tomatoes, painting Amelia's new 



dollhouse, or hashing out bills late-night over coffee, that she'd never have that 

happiness with Kurt again. She would return to their old house on occasion, when 

she realized she needed her jacket as the weather got cooler, or thought of a knick 

knack that she missed She would only go back when she saw Kurt's car wasn't in 

the driveway. She scrounged change from his dirty clothes or old tin canisters. 
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While Lydia did this, her eyes would always catch random things in the 

house. Things she'd known she hadn't left that way. Last Wednesday, she had 

scrutinized the empty glasses littered around the house for lipstick marks around the 

rims, sometimes hoping to find some so she could just be mad. Looking at some of 

the glasses, she could tell where Kurt had had dinner-usually in front of the 

television-these glasses had milk film in the bottom. Kurt had to have milk with 

dinner. This Sunday, she'd looked at his unmade bed, the sheets sprawled back; 

she'd crawled in for a minute amongst a smell of patchouli and sweat. She'd scolded 

herself. 

She could hear Bruce's nails scraping on the other side of the door to 

Amelia's bedroom. 

Amelia woke at the quick scratching and whimpered. "Shhh," Lydia said. 

She rubbed the curls on Amelia's head and watched her roll over and curl up, her 

heels to her behind. The curve of Amelia's nose had yet to decide if it would hook a 

little to mirror Jean's nose, or round out and plump like Reggie's. Though there was 

the beginning of Jean's rosey complexion, a wash of pink was always on Amelia's 

cheeks, burning scarlet during tantrums. 
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Lydia remembered sitting with Jean when they were very young, near the 

fence in their back yard. Those are weeds, their mother would call from the house. 

Stay away, she'd warn. The girls would mangle the vines and leaves with their 

fingers and nails, a fumbling, clumsy mess. At first, they would pluck the leaves 

carefully, as though they were flowers, tokens of affection, and hold them out to each 

other's nose. Here, one would say, this smells like lilacs. And the other would smell 

the dull green leaf Though it was a foul smell like they would never smell again, 

something like herbs, something like rye, they smelled as though it would change. 

When it didn't, one would tear it up and throw it down in the grass. They'd try again. 

Here, the other would say, this one smells like toothpaste. Toothpaste? the first 

would ask, suspiciously, and still sniff at the leaf, veined like celery. 

Lydia sighed, running her finger across the cool wood of the crib and thought 

about approaching Jean. Remember when . . . she would say. We were always 

together, she would say. Remember sneaking out in the middle of the night to talk 

beneath the canal bridge? She would ask. Lydia would dream about this that night. 

She would face a number of people. Kurt, Jean, a boy from the Kindergarten whose 

name she could barely remember, her postman. Remember? she would ask that night 

in her dream. They would stare blankly. 

* 

"Lydia," Jean said, opening the door to the new nursery. 

"Whoa-" Lydia snatched a sweatshirt from her bed, covering her worn bra 

and goose-bumped skin. "Could ya knock maybe next time?" 



"Sorry. It's only me. You know, when you have kids, you get used to this 

sort of thing," Jean said, covering her eyes. "Tell me when you're decent." She 

giggled at Lydia. 

She forgot, Lydia thought, that I am the older sister. "Okay, fine. I'm 

covered." 
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"What I wanted to ask you about-I mean, talk to you . . .  well, have you found 

a job yet?" Jean looked at her. 

Lydia sat quietly for a minute amongst the yellow paint, the plush animals, a 

twenty-pack oflnfamil, the Peter Rabbit lamps which sat, turned on, at either side of 

the bed She laughed. "Look at this." She picked up a stuffed chick and squeezed it, 

pretending to play with it, though feeling bad about changing the subject. "I've 

always felt younger than you, behind somehow." 

The two sat, looking anywhere but at each other. 

"I'm sorry if you feel like we're doing this to push you out," Jean said. "It's 

just that . . .  " she sighed, raised her eyebrows and gestured toward her belly. 

''Listen, I applied everywhere. I know you need me out. I'm trying. What if 

I start helping you? You know, housework and stuff. I'll be like, your live-in maid." 

"Lyd, that can't work. This baby will come out sometime, ya know? I don't 

need a maid. I've been fine all along without one," she said. 

"So then you don't need me?" Lydia knew this was true. Still, she waited, 

hoping Jean would tell her to stay on the couch. That she did need her, after all. 



"I talked to Reggie," Jean said. "He thought maybe you could be out before 

the birth. " 

"Right," Lydia said. "Well, okay. I'm glad this is such a dilemma for you. 
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You know, such a struggle between you and Reg. Such a struggle in your 

relationship. I mean . . .  like: Dear Abby, my husband wants my sister to leave the 

house but I love her and want to help her out when she has no one. Literally, no one. " 

"I am sorry, Lyd. Really." 

Lydia felt better when she saw her frown. 

Two soft taps at the door, taps that Lydia knew. Courtesy. She knew that it 

was Reggie before he peeked around. 

He pulled Jean to him, as though she were the only one in the room, as though 

Lydia were a stuffed animal, inanimate, sitting like plush next to Bruce on the bed 

with beady eyes: a prop, even. They walked out together. 

Lydia closed the door, and although it was closed, she could hear Jean crying. 

She imagined Jean's head in Reggie's shoulder, her nose in his collarbone, in the 

flannel of his shirt. There, she imagined a smell that she could only place as Kurt's. 

She folded her pants that lay on the floor. Don't you have a laundry bin? Jean had 

asked last week. Lydia pulled the drawer out from the dresser and grabbed her few 

night shirts. Her life was little now and could fit comfortably in two small suitcases. 

She was stuffing them full of both unwashed and clean clothes, and shoes with pants, 

desperately shoving it all in. She packed the little stuffed chick she had laughed at 

just minutes ago. Lydia began to cry in loud hard sobs, feeling juvenile. She 
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imagined the way Kurt would appease her when she'd cried: I 'm sure your sister 

loves you, he would have said. She's just a selfish bitch sometimes, smirking. Then, 

Lydia would feel a queasy protective feeling in the soft of her stomach that wanted to 

yell at him, to say, that is my blood. She zipped her suitcase. 



Dandelions 

When Ken Linder came to town, Diane imagined housewives folding the 

comers of the pages on the "How to Make it Like Martha Stewart" articles in their 

Redhook, recapping their marvelous mauve lipstick, and walking, in their pumps, 

through the snow to Linder's Design Studio. 

"Imagine. Interior decorating comes to Freeport," Mrs. Corton, Diane's 

client, said. 
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Diane was the owner of Dust Bunnies, Freeport's rent-a-maid service. She 

was doing one of her inspections, checking up on her newest addition to the crew, 

who had been given the task of cleaning Mrs.Corton's seven-bedroom Victorian 

mansion. "It's going to revolutionize the village. Think Bellsville comes to the west 

side," Mrs. Corton said, examining her reflection in the recently Windexed picture 

frame that stood tall on her mantle. The village ofBellsville was small on purpose 

and strove to be kept beautiful. 

"So what does Linder call this color?" Diane asked, checking the comers of 

the room to make sure there was no dust, hair or crumbs lingering. 

"Eggplant. You know, he prefers to be called Mr. Linder," she smiled, her 

lipstick creased in the little wrinkles just outside her lips. Mrs. Corton was a 

retirement-aged woman, although she'd never had the luxury of retiring. She looked 

comparable in age to Diane, who was fifteen years her junior. Diane attributed this to 

Mrs. Corton never having the luxury of working. Mr. Corton was what Diane 

considered a "yes-man.'-' He spent most days at the office and had little to say about 
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eggplant-colored walls or Linder the designer. Although he was in his mid-sixties, he 

continued working. When Diane had asked why, he'd replied, "Laura has expensive 

taste." Diane never called Mrs. Corton ''Laura." She secretly liked the gap in age it 

put between them, and Mrs. Corton had never corrected her. 

"A little dark, don't you think?" Diane gathered a few of the buckets so 

Claudia wouldn't have such a heavy load on the way back. 

"Mr. Linder says the way we complimented it with mustard gives it a rich 

look," she said. "Will you be stopping by to see him? I know the Landons are and so 

are the Stoles." 

Diane had never considered herself part of their circle. Future members of the 

Red Hat Society, she'd joke to herself while tugging at their heavy floral drapes. "No, 

actually, I think the house is okay for now." 

"Come on, Diane. You haven't done a thing to it in years. You must get 

wonderful ideas from stepping inside these luxurious homes." 

Diane sighed. She lived in a modest-sized house a few streets over. It seemed 

that the whole town had shown up at her doorstep with cookies and casseroles when 

Steven, her husband, passed. Diane had raced to the door to answer it before Leslie, 

her daughter. She had been eight at the time. She'd peer out from the living room to 

where Diane was standing at the front door. We loved his work, they'd say. He was 

so good with his hands. And he had been. 

She had lost Steven suddenly. An aneurism, the doctors had told her, we are 

so sorry. Most people had brought cards and others just said, That Stateside. I knew 
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you cou/dn 't trust tha.t hospital. Although he'd been gone far before he reached the 

hospital. Mrs. Corton hadn't come by or sent anything. She'd waited a year until 

Diane was finally able to socialize without crying. Why don 't you come for dinner? 

she'd asked. I have a friend I want you to meet. Instead, Diane had
. 
gone to the diner 

and sat, reading the Freeport Post and stumbled upon a classified ad selling one of 

Steven's wooden carvings. 

She remembered the way Leslie had looked at her when she'd started crying, 

My Belgian waffie has egg shell in it, she'd explained to the waitress, dabbing her 

eyes with her napkin. Leslie had looked at her that way again, when, a few years 

later, Diane would call her into the shower when she found daddy long legs, to kill 

them. The first time, Diane felt guilty. She'd waited there, still and goose-bumped in 

the cold air, clinging to her towel, standing on her tip toes. You are the adult, she'd 

thought. Leslie, she'd called, can you do me a favor? Leslie came in with a Teen 

magazine and swatted at it. Diane washed it down the drain, watching its legs 

flounder around it. Remember this, Leslie had said, the next time you try to talk me 

out of moving from the pink bedroom to Dad's old office. I kill the spiders now. 

"I'll bring you with me to my next consultation," Mrs. Corton said. "We're 

doing the upstairs master bedroom next. Mr. Linder would love to meet you. He's 

sturdy yet sensitive. A real looker, Diane," Mrs. Corton raised her eyebrows. 

''No thanks, Mrs. Corton. Business is slow and money's tight. And even still, 

I'm busy. I couldn't imagine paying someone to decorate my house, anyway," Diane 



said. She was suddenly aware of Mrs. �orton's looming armoires, china cabinets, 

and her cherry wood table, which was big enough to feed a small cafeteria. 

"Well, as Mr.Linder says, a luxurious home is a happy home," Mrs.Corton 

said, and then let out a Ha, as though she'd discovered a bit of genius. 
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Through the window, Diane watched Mr. Corton, who was walking up the 

drive, his parka straining over his belly, a briefcase in one hand, a giant mug in the 

other. He was squinting in the sun, which glared off the snow. His nose was red and 

she imagined it numb, but his hands looked cozy in leather gloves. She turned and 

looked into the deep purple walls. Mrs. Corton touched her shoulder, as though to 

say exquisite, isn't it? 

*** 

From the first time Diane mentioned it, Leslie was opposed to remodeling the 

house. It needed it, certainly. She had considered yellow for the bathroom, to be 

complimented by dark brown accents. She was combing detangler through Leslie's 

impossible hair, which knotted and snarled with every shower. She watched Leslie's  

expression in the mirror, when she said, "What do you think about yellow? For the 

walls?" 

Leslie's big brown eyes closed, "Ow. That hurts." Pulling her head away she 

said, ''I don't like yellow. I think this color is fine." Because Leslie was now twelve, 

Diane thought redecorating would be alluring, fresh, reinventing. 
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Diane looked at the cream walls. "Don't you think they're a little . . .  boring?" 

she asked, squinting. Little bits of cold moisture from Leslie's hair spat on Diane's 

wrists and shirt. She shivered. 

"Put pictures up if you want," Leslie said. 

Diane already had pictures covering the walls. Only they were from before: 

Steven and Leslie posing with a snowman, the two of them in ice skates, or sitting on 

the bench in front of the movie theater with snow around them. They looked like 

porcelain miniatures in the little Christmas villages that her clients had spread out all 

over their houses. Winter was Steven's favorite season. 

The paints were old in this house. Some were peeling, having been layered 

over gaudy wallpaper. When Diane and Steven had moved in, she was anxious just 

to cover the flowered patterns in the bedrooms and pineapple pattern in the living 

room. It was their first house. Being newly-weds, they slapped paint up on the walls 

to make it home. There were fights about the colors, sure. They had painted most of 

the walls earth tones. 

Diane had managed to argue that one room should be painted how she wanted. 

She wanted to paint the bedroom a vibrant red. So warm and inviting, Better Homes 

and Gardens had said. It will bring passion back to your marriage. Instead, she'd 

painted the dining room alone. Steven had refused to help her, saying it was a big 

mistake. She'd rolled all night long after she'd tucked Leslie in, Steven asleep in 

their taupe bedroom. Paint the dining room red if you want, he'd said It 's small 

and it 's my least favorite room in the house. I want nothing to do with it. And so 
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she'd gone alone to get the red paint, then cried the whole way home, wiping her 

runny nose on her wool mittens. The next day, after she'd finished painting, she'd 

found Steven staring at the walls and their uneven edges. Real nice, Steven had said. 

Did you even bother to tape up the walls? She hadn't. 

"We're going to paint your room this weekend," Diane said. 

''Nah. I don't want to." Leslie shook her head. 

"Well, I'm glad that's settled. You'll be ready to paint your room this 

Saturday," Diane said. 

Leslie got up and walked away, and Diane followed but was met by the slam 

of her bedroom door. She had given in about a year ago and let her move to Steven's 

old office. It smelled of cedar for the longest time after she'd removed his scraps and 

tools. Sometimes, Diane would walk into Leslie's empty room with its pastel pink 

walls and fold her laundry. She'd leave it there, in little piles, hoping Leslie would go 

in there for socks or a sweater and decide she liked the room again. Leslie had never 

asked Diane why she did this. She'd just glance at her knowingly, as if to say: Why 

do you want to cover Dad up so badly? Diane walked to the kitchen window and 

sighed. 

When Steven was still alive and it was winter, Leslie would be picking clumps 

of snow from her pilled scarlet mittens. She would place them on her tongue and 

taste the cottony grains for just a moment until Diane watched her shiver. If it was 

spring, she was watching the seeds fall from the maples, calling them helicopters, 

peeling them apart from the stems and sticking them on her nose, their green wings 
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spreading across her cheeks. If it was summer, Leslie would wade through the fems 

to find the dandelions: those with the yellow porns on top, she'd flick off or drag 

along her arm until the yellow smears covered her skin; those with the skeletal 

antennas, she'd puff her cheeks at and wait for the hairs to float away. 

Now, she would only go outside to wander to the cemetery a couple blocks 

away to visit Steven. When Diane asked if she could come along, Leslie would reply 

coldly, No. Sometimes Diane would sneak out after she would leave to watch her. 

Leslie would kneel by the stone, talking animatedly or sitting with her head resting on 

it. When she was h<?me, she would catch her staring at the pictures that hung on the 

wall and touch th�m, as though she could fall back in through the pane. When Diane 

would attempt to hug her, Leslie would wriggle from her grip. 

The only time Leslie would come to Diane was on the occasion that she would 

reach into the mailbox and pull out a subscription request, or a post card reminder of 

an upcoming election, or a flyer for Drydan's Hardware sales, addressed to Steven. 

She'd hand it to her mother, her big eyes filling with tears. Diane had piled them in 

cardboard boxes, meaning to write letters to each and every organization or company 

who sent them in anger. Instead, she'd stacked the boxes in the bottom of closets and 

cupboards, where she would find them on occasion and open them, tearing fiercely at 

the envelopes. He would have read these words, she'd think. 

The kitchen was paneled, a horrible oak that Diane couldn't stand. She'd 

have to re-finish the drywall after they tore it down, her nephew had said. Diane had 

already tom it down herself, haphazardly. There were chunks slumping from the 
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walls. They sat now, half-finished. She worked sometimes when she was cooking 

dinner. While pasta was boiling or chicken was baking, she would peel off pieces of 

paneling, revealing gray, chalky residue. She was constantly dusting in the kitchen, 

and then sweeping the piles from the floor, leaving little lines of white plaster in her 

path. 

*** 

It took three times of walking by Drydan' s Hardware before she even dared 

to enter. She paced up and down Main Street, the brisk air on her cheeks and nose. 

She was fidgeting with the bundles of paint swatches in her purse. She'd flip through 

them, Granny Apple Green, Radish Red, Leslie's Flirty Fuchsia, Marigold, 

sometimes stopping to hold them up against a building, or bench or an advertisement 

in the windows to compare colors and then stuff them back in. She stared up at 

Moralacci's, the Italian restaurant which closed suddenly this past summer, yet 

appeared as though it were ready to open for dinner. The tables still set with starched 

white tablecloths, four glasses each with yellow fabric napkins budding from them, 

oil and vinegar cruets. Why? She wondered. What are they waiting/or? 

She watched a couple crossing the lift bridge, arm in arm, their faces 

indifferent. She recognized them. The Corton's. Mrs. Corton's small frame paced in 

synch with Mr. Corton' s, which loomed over her in stature. He opened the door and 

followed Mrs. Corton into a storefront before they reached her. Diane stood in front 

the store reading the sign, Linder 's Design Studio. The Corton' s were one of three 

couples in the store, besides a very average-looking man in fancy get-up, whom she 
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assumed was Mr. Linder. He walked along, pointing to squares of color on the walls. 

Then he led a couple to floor displays, where he lingered amongst miniature couches, 

chairs, tables, addressing each piece of furniture as though it were human. Mr. 

Corton stood, staring blankly at the wall, while Mrs. Corton watched Mr.Linder from 

across the room, engrossed. Diane looked down at the paint swatches in her hand and 

walked on to Drydan's. She finally entered. 

Walking through the aisles at Drydan' s was a foreign experience for her. 

There were men there. All sorts of them. Business suits. Carhardt jackets. Parkas. 

She walked in with her wool coat, a scarf around her neck, and a red hat Leslie and 

Steven had given her for Christmas years back. It smelled like fresh lumber of some 

sort. She felt splintered and stained in there, like dirt was clinging to her pores. She 

walked through, with no business, she thought, thumbing at bolts or fasteners as 

though she knew what she needed. 

A man approached her and asked, "Can I help you?" 

"No, I'm fine," she said. "Just looking, thanks." Help, she thought. I need 

help with paints. Steven used to drag her down the paint and stain aisles, comparing 

mahogany to dark cherry, oak to light oak, maples and cedars. He would spend 

twenty minutes reading the cans of each stain, picking the exact color, the most 

expensive stains for his carvings, while Diane hissed and bickered with him about 

money and time. She would say to him, When are we going to get home to make 

dinner for Leslie? 
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"Are you installing a door lock? These fasteners you were just looking at are 

the strongest," the man said, gesturing to a heavy-duty silver piece of metal. 

''Uhh, yeah," she lied. "A door lock," she said fidgeting, and then glanced at 

the paint swatches in her hand. 

*** 

Steven's old workbench sat in the basement on the cold stone foundation. 

Most days the past few years, the basement had become flooded with rainwater, 

ruining old photo albums, Leslie's hand-me-downs that Diane wasn't sure who she 

was saving for, and her wedding dress. Diane would search the drawers of the 

workbench, which was falling apart-vintage, Steven had called it Occasionally she 

was looking to find a hammer, or a screwdriver, the difference between a Philips and 

flathead, she couldn't tell. 

She was searching for a paint stirrer, a roller they might not have used, a drop 

cloth. The man at Drydan' s had offered to set her up with everything she needed 

when he saw the swatches in her hand. No, she'd said. She thought she and her 

husband had some stuff left at the house from the last time they'd painted. She'd 

thought her left ring finger, which was bare since the day of the funeral. She'd 

blushed. 

The rummaging in the workbench turned more frantic. There was nothing. 

She found a pair of gloves Steven had used to change the oil in her car, a few worn 

chisels he used for his statues that he had meant to discard, his old leather tool belt he 
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would use to carry them in while his callused hands worked in steady lumps near the 

wood, chipping away. 

The carvings started as a hobby. Steven had worked full-time in construction 

for a small business doing siding, roofs, and gutters. He would come home from 

work after a ten-hour day and sigh, chipping away at large pieces of wood in the 

basement, eventually staining them in different shades of brown. For a while, people 

loved them. Steven had dropped to part-time at Daniel's  Construction. Diane had 

fought him on this. We have a child, she'd said. Diane, you 'd understand if you were 

good enough at one of your hobbies to get paid She'd wondered, What hobbies, 

Steven? But she lost that argument as well as the others. Mrs. Corton even bought an 

enormous carved horse, which she named Betty, for three-thousand dollars. Once 

most people in town had one of these carvings, Steven slowed his production. Diane 

had been scared and yet pleased by the slow of his business. She could be right about 

something, for once. And they had struggled for a while until the construction 

company was ready to hire Steven back full time. 

Recently, Mrs. Corton had admitted that she was getting rid of the horse. I 'm 

passing it on to my nephew, who loves horses. Shortly before it was passed, Diane 

had heard that Betty had coincidentally been labeled tacky by Mr. Linder. Just the 

other day, she'd seen Betty make a left-hand turn, loaded on the back of a pick up, 

towards Route 3 1, where she'd assumed the Corton's nephew lived. 

She slammed the heavy door to one of the cabinets, unable to find the drop 

cloths. Her hands finally idled on top of the workbench. She looked around. 
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Leslie's outfit from her first day of school and her snowsuit from winters ago sat, 

soggy, in a plastic bag in the comer. She could imagine the water seeping in from the 

snow, which she imagined had melted, froze and melted again. She looked back at 

the work bench, crying. What do I do now? 

*** 

"Do I have to do this?" Leslie asked muffled through her scarf. 

"Yes. I just want you to see how beautiful it looks. The bright colors, the 

clean lines, maybe it will make you want to do your room," Diane said, knocking on 

the Corton's heavy wooden front door. She was sure she would have heard the 

clicking of Mrs. Corton' s heels from inside had the door not been as thick as a trunk 

Leslie had never met Mrs. Corton. If Diane wasn't sure that Leslie would be sold on 

the beauty of the home, she would never have introduced them. 

Leslie hugged herself, rubbing her palms on the opposite arms for warmth. 

Diane set a hand on her shoulder and she looked up, frowning. The door opened. 

"Come on in. I have doughnuts," Mrs. Corton said. 

Diane led Leslie in by the hand and Leslie followed, at first reluctantly. Two 

more rooms had been completed since Diane had been there last She looked at her 

daughter, who crinkled her nose and whispered, "It smells too perfume-y in here." 

Diane squeezed her hand. Please, Leslie, she thought. 

"Have something to eat while I show your mother the master bedroom," Mrs. 

Corton said. 



Leslie slumped herself in the kitchen chair while Diane walked on behind 

Mrs. Corton, who wore knee-highs and a pencil-skirt, as usual, injecting 

"Mmhmms," "okays," and "yeahs" into Mrs. Corton's rambles about periwinkle 

bathroom rugs and olive sunroom tiling. 

The master bedroom was a deep red. 
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''Ravishing Red, Mr. Linder called it," Mrs. Corton said. Diane's heart ached 

at the clean white trim, paisley bedspread, Mr. Corton's pile of dirty clothes in the 

corner. The smell of man and paint. 

"It's really beautiful," Diane said. 

When the two women came back downstairs, Leslie was resting her head on 

the kitchen table, her brown hair splayed around her head. Mrs. Corton's eyes 

widened. 

''Leslie, please get your head off the kitchen table. People eat there," Diane 

scolded. 

Leslie raised her head and didn't say a word. 

"You know, if you really like the red, you should stop in and talk to Mr. 

Linder," Mrs. Corton said. "He could point you in the right direction. Did I tell you 

he's recently divorced?" 

Diane looked quickly at Leslie, who was glaring at Mrs. Corton. 

Before they left, the only room Leslie bothered to peek at was Mr. Linder' s 

eggplant creation. 

"Is it supposed to make you want to slit your wrists?" Leslie asked. 
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Diane's mouth dropped and Mrs. Corton hissed. 

"I think what Leslie meant to say was that it's a little dark for her taste. Right, 

Leslie?" 

Leslie was leaning up against the wooden pillar. She nodded. Diane thanked 

Mrs. Corton for inviting them. She awkwardly scooted Leslie out the door and said 

not another word during the walk home. The cool air crept into her nose, burning and 

her eyes began to water. I'm giving up, she thought, only to Steven this time. She 

wanted to run and tackle Leslie into the snow the way Steven had, making her laugh, 

hitting her sometimes too hard in the arm with a snowball. She'd hug him anyway 

after a brief spurt of tears. It's okay Daddy, she'd said. It didn't hurt that bad 

"So go get some junk clothes on." Diane slapped Leslie's knee after they'd 

returned to the house. "Today's the day. We're painting the bathroom." She wound 

the string around her tea bag and wrung it into her mug. 

'�o," Leslie said. Her expression was flat. "I'm going to visit Dad." 

"Oh? Why don't we go tomorrow? Together," Diane said. "I really wanted 

you to help me paint." 

Leslie looked down at her sneakers and zipped up her jacket. '�o. I'll be 

back soon." 

She turned to look at Leslie in time to see her close the door behind her. 

The noon sun was shining in the bathroom and Diane leaned on the ledge of 

the porcelain claw tub, sighing. Her eyes traced the line of masking tape around the 

ceiling and against the hard wood floors. Happy? she thought. She poured the 



marigold paint into the tray and dipped the roller. She thought of Leslie walking 

amongst the snowflakes as she rolled the first thick stripe of yellow paint down the 

cream walls. 
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7 1  

Where To? 

The girl had never picked up a hitchhiker until Jim. In fact, her only 

experience with hitchhikers had been on road trips, passing a few haggard, sloppy 

men with tired eyes and thumbs in the air. She was surprised that these men adopted 

this universal symbol for hitching a ride. They had all been archetypes in flannel, 

ripped jeans, or a dirty white t-shirt with faded black denim pants, a coat slung over 

their left shoulder, and messy hair. She'd provided mental commentary about them 

as she'd pass. The hitchhikers had seemed dangerous, yet vulnerable at the same 

time. She could stare at them, crane her neck around, and then watch them fade and 

shrink until she could no longer see their arms and thumbs and they just looked like 

men walking down the side of the road. She had always been relieved, though a little 

sad, when they were out of sight. 

''Hey uhh, listen," was the first thing he said to her, tapping her on the 

shoulder in the gas station on Route 104. She tensed. She didn't like going into gas 

stations to begin with. Usually, she opted for the full-service stations, where she 

didn't have to leave the car, where she could avoid any possible interaction with the 

carnie-types who ran the registers or the robbers who were so often seen on "Cops," 

with their guns and masks threatening the camera above them. But it was completely 

light out at eleven-thirty in the morning. 

Maybe she thought giving a ride to a stranger was better than being held up. 

Maybe the girl thought this was the equivalent of being held up. 



"I need a ride hotlle," he continued. His face was covered with little blond 

fuzz. He seemed younger than her and maybe that made him less intimidating. 

Maybe it was his light hair. 
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"It's cold. Could ya just give me a ride?" The girl didn't like the impatience 

in his voice. She glanced up and down. No gun. She didn't know where this was 

going. 

After he finished his sentence, she remembered to breathe. Would she ever be 

home again? She imagined her cat, sitting on her ratty, spotted yellow sofa, purring 

and licking her fur. What did it look like in her house right then? How was the light 

coming through the window? She felt the sort of frustration she'd felt when she'd 

locked her keys in the car a few days earlier and had thought, while looking through 

the window, why can't I just be on the other side of this pane? The girl wanted to be 

in her car on her way home, in a way that she usually hated to be: alone. She would 

call her mother while she did the dishes, her sister while she was chopping veggies 

for dinner. She lived alone and her imagination ran wild with stories from the books 

that she read to not feel so alone. The girl wanted to be alone though, now, in her car. 

She knew she was shaking, because he put his hand on her wrist to stop her 

car keys from jingling. Bold move, the girl thought. His hand was cold and rough. 

She ripped her arm away. 

"Where to?" she asked. She couldn't believe it. 

"Just on the Ridge," he said, scratching behind his ear. She was still eyeing 

him, trying to place him in society. Where did he work? A garage, maybe. A 



postman? No. How do you know, the girl thought. Maybe he was a receptionist. 

The owner of a soup-kitchen. Maybe she could ask him what he did for a living. 
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"My car broke down a mile or so back and I haven't been able to get a ride," 

he said. His voice was pleading for some sympathy. 

She thought of Lifetime movies. No, the girl would be thinking if she were 

home watching this scene in frames, you 're so stupid. Do not let him in your car. 

She created the scene in her mind: the jingle of a bell on the door of the gas station, 

breaking silence, the girl leaving with the hitchhiker and never reappearing in the 

movie except on posters with the word MISSING. It would be a close-up picture 

with a smiling face in black and white, specs below. The girl imagined what picture 

her family would use for her. 

She didn't really remember how they ended up in the car. It was hot though, 

because she had the heat on high and was nervous. It was a cold day and the western 

New York weather made the girl realize why this man was so desperate for a ride. 

The mudded snow was climbing to giant mounds that lined the side of parking lots of 

endless strip malls and car dealerships. Ridge Road was the only road the girl was 

familiar with, really, because she'd just moved here from Ithaca and hadn't needed to 

go far beyond. 

She'd moved here for work. It 's a temporary situation, the voice from the 

corporate office had told her. She'd told herself this, too. She was a buyer for ''the 

corporate devil," as her brother-in-law had said to her. She was, and she'd liked it for 

a while. Now she was sitting in a cold store deciding what the best market was for 
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trade books in the area: Oprah's book club? Chick-lit? She was designing themes of 

the month. This month, January, was Women's Celebration Month. If the girl had 

listened to her mother, the selection would be narrowed to cookbooks and interior 

design. Her mother, a woman of tradition, she had said to the girl. Turn it back 

around, she'd told the girl. Feminism is dead. Make a difference, her mother had 

said. Take your husband's name- if you ever get married, she'd said to the girl. 

He told the girl his name was Jim. She noticed he didn't mention a job. His 

car was old, he said, an Escort. He asked where she was living. While she had been 

dwnb enough to pick him up, she was not about to tell him which complex she lived 

m. 

The girl thought back to her place. Yesterday, at exactly this moment, what 

was she doing? At this moment yesterday, she'd had no idea that she would be in this 

sort of danger exactly twenty-four hours from then. She'd been sitting in her kitchen, 

staring at the awful dripping faucet that she would now welcome, talking to her 

mother on the phone. Her mother had sounded farther away then. The girl had 

known it was all in her head. 

The radio in the car was on soft rock, and she thought of asking him his taste 

in music. The girl imagined that most kidnappers listen to classic rock. If she was 

nice, she thought, maybe he wouldn 't hurt her. Instead, he reached his hand over and 

adjusted the tuner himself He really won't be in the car that long, the girl thought, is 

changing the station necessary? 
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Here she was, driving down a long road with no sidewalks. Cars passed so 

quickly they surely could not see her here with this man, whom she did not know, 

driving to places she did not know how to get to. In Ithaca, the girl would probably 

know this man. In Ithaca, she could reach out her window to the people on the 

sidewalk, chatting and eating at cafes, riding bikes, gardening. They'd be watching. 

She could tap someone on the shoulder. Help me, she'd say. 

Her mother's voice had been shaking yesterday at noon as they were on the 

phone and her mother had told the girl this: I lost a tooth. Her mother, at the age of 

fifty-seven, had lost her first adult tooth. It had been jarring. The girl had desperately 

started searching her unfamiliar apartment for something concrete of her mother. 

She had stolen these cheap souvenir spoons from her before she'd left. They were 

hanging on her kitchen wall in their wooden holder. Most had state names engraved 

on them: Hawaii, Rhode Island, New York, Colorado--places her mother had run off 

to at different times of her life for boyfriends, husband, family. The girl had been 

looking at the collection as she imagined her mother poking at her soft gums in the 

mirror, her black mascara leaking a little at the comers of her eyes. How ugly I look, 

her mother would have been thinking. And really, the girl would hav� understood 

her mother's concern. Though what had made the girl cry at that moment, while 

she'd been staring at her mother's spoon collection, was that since the last time she 

had talked to her mother, there was less of her living, breathing body on this planet. 

Her mother's body would continue in this pattern, the girl had thought, until there was 

none left on this earth. A little piece of her nicotine-stained enamel was thrown in the 



garbage to be lost. The girl knew this because she'd asked. Do you have it still? 

Can you send it to me? 

No, honey, her mother had said. Why would I keep it? 
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The land here seemed cold and boring and hard. Ithaca had movement, hills. 

Ithaca had her mother. The girl had argued with her sister who'd left long ago with 

her family that she would be sorry when their mother died. What will you think? The 

girl had asked. You'll look back at all that missed time if something happens. She'd 

insisted that her sister would wake up in another state and feel in her stomach that 

someone from home was no longer living. I couldn 't fathom the guilt, the girl said. 

Most people the girl had shared this opinion with, including her sister, laughed at her. 

Her mother had scolded her. I hate it when you 're morbid, her mother would say 

with a cigarette between her fingers and a wooden spoon in her other hand, stirring a 

large pot of sauce, the tomato jumping and spattering the sides, her shirt, the stove. 

Of course, her mother would always tack on: Although you never know what can 

happen. Things can happen to us here, at home, too, if you leave. 

Now, the girl thought to herself, her insides so tense they hurt, this is your 

payment for leaving her. 

"Got any kids?" he asked the girl. 

''No," the girl said. Kids, ha. You know, I won 't be around forever, her 

mother had always said to her. This revelation could be in reference to a million 

things: a bad fight they'd had when the girl was a teenager and she'd scream I hate 

you! all teary and red-faced or when she'd refused to go grocery shopping with her 
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mother on one of her five-hour excursions because she'd had better things to do. 

Only when her mother was talking about children, it was usually followed with a 

comment like: Jesum (this is a substitution for Jesus, she never said the Lord's name 

in vain)! I 'll be in a wheelchair by the time you have Charlie! Her mother had 

already had names picked out. Charles was her father's name. Someone needs to 

honor your father, she'd said a million times. The girl's father was still living. Her 

mother's father was not. Her mother had reminded her of this often. Her mother had 

been only twelve when she lost her father and the girl was not going to miss out on 

her family as she did on hers. 

"What about you?" The girl's hands were stiff to the wheel at ten and two. 

"Yeah . . .  two boys. Two and . . .  four or five," he said She relaxed a little. She 

took a minute to look at him closer. He didn't fit her profile of a hitchhiker, really. 

He wore a simple long-sleeved t-shirt with an orange puffy vest and a pair of blue 

sweatpants. The girl imagined his children at home, little miniatures of himself, 

running around in the midst of dirty dishes, a television blaring in the background, toy 

guns aimed at each other. Bang, they would be yelling. 

"Oh. Nice," she said. A couple seconds passed, or minutes. ''Names?" she'd 

stopped talking in complete sentences. 

"Yeah, Adam and Ben," Jim said. "My girlfriend picked them out." He 

seemed to sadden. The girl was afraid he was going to lay it on thick: a sappy story 

about how his girlfriend had left with the children. Suddenly, the girl pictured an 

empty apartment with next to nothing-a box of stale doughnuts, a half-eaten 
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sandwich on the counter, a stained mattress with no sheets on the floor. But he was 

silent. 

She drove on for a few miles with few instructions. She began to think she 

might make it home. 

"Hey, can you pull in here?" He tapped his fingers on the passenger's 

window, making little circles in the condensation on the glass. Fingerprints, the girl 

thought to herself. 

"I thought your house was on the Ridge," she said. Although the girl had only 

been here a few weeks, she'd taken to calling it "the Ridge" the way every one 

seemed to do here. It was a road, simply, that followed a ridge, stretching for miles. 

They did this as though it were a destination or something. 

"Yeah, but I remembered a buddy of mine lives here and I need to pay him 

some money," he said. 

"So, you want me to drop you off here instead?" the girl asked. 

''No. Don't leave. Wait here. I'll be right back," he said. 

Yeah right, she thought. She planned to back out of the driveway the minute 

he closed the door behind him, squealing and grinding if she had to. 

"Seriously," he said. "You're not gonna go anywhere, are ya?" 

He slammed the door shut. 

He left the car and walked to the house, a sort of slumpish walk. Surely, she 

should not have let someone who walked like that into her car. Although she'd been 

driving with him, she sat and tried to remember what he looked like in the face: his 



eyes, near or far apart? His nose, pointed, bulbous, hooked? Was his chin 

pronounced? Would she have had enough for a composite if something happened? 
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She should have been driving, she knew. She had plenty of time. Fifteen 

minutes, actually. The girl should have sped away, but she thought of herself, sitting 

in her apartment with the radio on at all times, staring through the windows, watching 

the few people who were in the complex wander to their cars with grocery bags or 

baby seats, shutting their doors behind them. And Jim, wandering around the side 

roads, trying to find a ride to get to his kids. It was enough for her to sit. To wait. 

He scrambled from the house quickly as though he had expected her car to be gone, a 

small trail of smoke behind her as though she'd sped away. He smiled when he saw 

the car. She realized then that he was smiling for the relief of warmth, a ride. He 

wasn't having the same panicked reaction she was to what was happening. He was 

not grateful to be breathing and free just then, as she was. He had not been imagining 

the last moments of his life that morning, as the girl had when she felt his weight hit 

the passenger's side of her car. 

She shouldn't have been surprised when the door opened and the cold slapped 

her in the face. She shivered, though from what, she was unsure. He cleared his 

throat as he got in, smelling of cigarette smoke. 

"Yeah, alright," he said. "Thanks. Just one more stop though, okay?" 

"Fine, fine," she said, although she started to get annoyed. lfhe is going to 

steal me, I would rather him just do it and get it over with, she thought. 



The girl never asked him where they were going. She just let him tell her 

where to drive. She felt really as though he was in control the whole time. 
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The sun wasn't shining, but the girl could see the specks of dust floating in the 

air above the dash. They were swirling in a way that made her nauseous. The way 

that driving slowly through parking lots searching for spaces made her nauseous, the 

way that this day, in its slowly-ticking minutes and dragging stops, made her 

nauseous. Dizzy, even. 

"Damn, I really could use a cup of coffee," he said. "Want one?" 

Over the past few weeks, the girl had taken to eating chocolate covered 

espresso beans as a replacement for her mother's coffee. She hadn't even wanted to 

start drinking it in the first place, really. Come on, the girl's mother had said. You 

can 't be Italian and not drink coffee. Sure, she could. But eventually she had given 

in to this notion of being like her mother. The girl drank it on occasion and was even 

becoming an adult now, begrudgingly. Along with vials of anti-aging creams and a 

dozen-or-so pairs of sunglasses to keep her from squinting, the girl had also decided 

to take up coffee-drinking at the age of twenty four. At first, she'd swirl in vanilla 

creamers or chocolate-covered spoons so she could enjoy it. Slowly, she'd decided to 

use a couple sugars and regular creamer: Cremora, her mother called it regardless of 

whether it was Cremora brand or not. Eventually, the girl drank black coffee and felt 

sophisticated. Now, she'd realized she couldn't imitate her mother's coffee, and 

that's when she had begun to chomp on espresso beans. 
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When Jim came out of the fourth gas station they'd passed that morning, he 

had two cups of coffee in his hands. She stared at his sweatpants. It seemed like deja 

vu every time she'd watch his legs approach the car, a stain on the right thigh and a 

hole down towards the ankle. This, too, was in slow motion to her. The girl knew his 

feet were making noise and the way she couldn't hear it from the other side of the 

window was bothering her. Then, she saw his arm from the same angle, grabbing at 

the handle and eventually, she watched his ear as he fastened his seatbelt. He 

fastened his seatbelt, she thought. What hitchhiker does that? 

"Here, I gotcha one." His face was proud, smirking as he held the Styrofoam 

cup to the girl. The hair around his face was overgrown and wisped around into little 

curls and then he seemed younger again. 

He'd brought her coffee. 

Was the girl supposed to react? Was she supposed to give him a drawn-out 

speech like: Oh, how alone I 've felt and how can I repay you and please, let me be 

your personal chauffeur from now on? 

''Thanks," the girl said. "Now where is your house?" Her mother would have 

killed the girl if she knew. 

''No, I said one more stop," he said. 

"That was it. That was the 'one more stop," the girl said. 

''No," he said. "Then we wanted coffee," he said. 

"We?" The girl raised her eyebrows. 
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"Whatever, fine . .  .! did," he said. "So can you just stop at the hardware store, 

then you can bring me to my place?" 

The hardware store? 

"You're not picking up anything gigantic, are you? It's not like my car's huge 

or anything," she said. 

''No, no. I just need a small square of indoor/outdoor carpeting," he said. 

To wrap my body in before he throws it into Lake Ontario, the girl thought. 

"Huh?" she asked. 

"I have to carpet my niece's playhouse," he said. 

"Your niece? You building one for your kids, too?" 

"Actually, I don't have kids," he said, and let out a little laugh. 

"What? But you--" 

"Yeah, I thought maybe ifl said I had kids, I'd seem less scary," he said. 

"You know, you'd give me a ride and well, then I could get some errands done 

today." 

"You lied, then. Nice," the girl said. She had imagined children that never 

even existed. 

He didn't speak again other than to give directions. 

"So where'd you get the names then? I mean, I don't even remember what 

they were, but how' d you pull those out of the air?" 

"They're the same ones I always use," he said, lighting_ up a cigarette. 

"Oh, you aren't going to ask if you can smoke that?" 



"Can I smoke this?" 

"Yeah, fine," the girl said. "My mother smokes." 

"Oh," he said. 

The girl thought maybe he would have asked about her mother. How old? 

What does she do? Where is she? 
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"Yeah she does, she smokes. Her name is Gladys; it really is. I don't just tell 

people that," the girl said. A few seconds passed and he didn't respond. "Hey, what 

do you mean the same names you always use? You do this often?" 

"Eh, only when it's cold and I have a lot of stuff to take care of," he said. 

The girl supposed the whole car deal was a lie, too. She thought of her sister's 

husband who used to go picking up hitchhikers just for the fun of it. You 're crazy, 

the girl would say. Who 's got time for that? She had just spent an hour driving this 

man around. 

She pulled into the slushy gravel parking lot ofDrydan's Hardware. 

"Here," she said. 

"Hey, thanks," he said. "Gimme a few." 

He really hadn 't wanted to know more about my mother, the girl thought. 

Fine. The girl would call her mother when she got home and tell her about this and 

she would shake her head at the girl from the other line between sips of cold coffee. 

He was in Drydan' s for about ten minutes. There was a wooden bench 

outside painted a dull green, to match the store. She considered getting out to stretch, 



then thought maybe Jim would see her and think she was in no hurry to get home. 

And she was. 
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There were piles of broken brick and stone piled hard and heavy outside of the 

entrance, dripping with the water that leaked from the melting snow in the gutter. 

Pavers, the girl's father had called those heavy stones while building a patio behind 

their house. The girl's mother sat and watched him every day last summer. The 

girl's  father had dragged each in its place as her mother had watched, smiling 

occasionally, gnawing and picking at her nails, which were sometimes rough at the 

edges from gardening or washing dishes. Her mother would get up only to empty the 

ash tray or grab him fresh ice water. 

Jim approached the car again, a small roll of green carpeting tucked under his 

arm. He opened the door in the same way he'd done the other times that day and 

stooped down. 

"You know what? I think I'm just gonna walk back to my place," he said 

plainly. 

"What? You have to carry that?" 

"Yeah, it's good. I'm gonna walk. No sweat," he said. 

The girl looked over at the shadow he left against the side of the building. 

"Okay, well," she said. 

He said nothing, but shut the door. The girl blinked and sat in the parking lot 

a minute. She watched him slump along with the carpeting under his left arm until it 

disappeared in the distance and she could only see his silhouette. 
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