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Tom Harding 

We Were Not Serious People 

We met for coffee, it was April 

Our mornings were free then, 

We sat in cafes on tree lined streets 

That reminded you of Paris. 

We flirted but made no advance, 

We were not serious people, 

The seriousness of our lives hadn’t begun. 

We talked about love and Hemingway, 

We talked about the war 

We were sincere 

We drank coffee until noon 

In cafes on tree lined streets 

On weekdays while the rain fell down. 

We flirted but didn’t act, 

We did nothing worth mentioning 

For the rest of our lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I Love You... 

I love you with the type of love 

Of people who never touch,  

Who never come close. 

Except perhaps brushing arms 

In a public place. 

I love you with the type of love 

Of those that never talk, 

That never say anything at all 

Not even I love you. 

 I love you with the type of love  

Of those who never truly meet 

Except with their eyes 

In the cycle of a daily routine 

I love you with the type of love 

Of those whose lives have yet to run into one 

another, 

Bleeding like two rivers,  

Into the mouth of a great ocean. 

I love you with the type of love 

That’s still unspoiled, 

A love kept safe only by those people 

Who don’t know each other at all. 
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Chair 

I became obsessed by the bentwood chair 

That sat in the corner of her room. 

You couldn’t sit in it 

Below the sloping roof and 

It’s only guests were discarded clothes  

And occasionally an open book 

That the window would do its best to turn the pages of.  

Some nights when I couldn't sleep 

I would listen to the sounds of the strange apartment building  

And admire the chair’s neat architecture in the moonlight; 

Its sparse bone structure 

And slender Scandinavian frame, 

Like a minimalist nude paired 

To the essential parts. 

A picture of ideals,  

As if designed by divine requirement  

To deliver simplicity and elegance  

Into the home of the workers. 

Now here it was, with no room to be sat in, 

In the bedroom of a woman 

Whose complex demands 

Would soon drive her into 

The search for a new man. 

Impossible to say, when it finally occurred, 

What was missed most, 

The love of the chair or the woman. 
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Roberta Gould 

 

Divided 

Fast is the dream , bottles brandished in sudden anger 

where the one eyed woman was taken for a deprecating snob 

 though she was blind and no one convinced them of the difference 

Suddenly a battle raged. The police never got there 

Waiting on the brownstone stoop was like waiting for the end of the world 

which didn’t  come. They  were ready to kill if need be but were hoping for the best 

at least the one to the right who didn’t believe in violence 

Then snow fell.  A day late.  But it fell. 

“Button up” a voice said.. 

And, “See you tomorrow”  if you’re lucky 
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Howard Winn 

 

GAP 

 

At the suburban Mall 

various female customers 

appear grossly 

obese, 

walking overstuffed 

furniture 

desperately  

seeking allure, 

while the women 

working 

the shops, 

posing like  

plastic manikins  

to sell that charm, 

are thin as 

skeletons  

slip-covered 

in skin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BREAKFAST AT THE MALL 

 

It is early and the stores are still barricaded by 

locked iron gates. 

Behind some, Lane Bryant presents 

headless plus size mannequins waiting. 

Under other glass, unreal playboy figures 

wearing miniscule undergarments 

stare in zombie seduction toward 

the sexy dreams of men 

locked in teenage fantasies. 

The Disney store waits to clasp 

in its deadly embrace 

the pre-packaged frozen imaginations 

of luckless children. 

Everywhere there are special eternal sales, 

or signs foretelling the flame-out  

of some American small business vision; 

although Macy’s, Penny’s, and Best Buy 

seem everlasting like Intelligent Design. 

But retail dreams are not available at 8:30 A. M. 

In the middle of it all, 

the food court is open  

and at the tables fastened to the floor,  

as if thieves in the night  

might make off with the chrome and plastic 

for their nefarious purposes, 

senior citizens group together 

over coffee and egg MacMuffins. 

Gray heads, bald heads, hennaed heads  

and bottle blonde heads 

nod and bob as pleasantries 

are created and exchanged. 

It is the community of the lonely 

congregating in the church of commerce 

to partake of the blood and body 

in a communion for left-over souls. 
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Janne Karlsson 

On My Mind 
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Kellie Robertson 

 

Lights Out 

If a pulmonary pump is the 

place where love is felt 

then, it can fill a room, with 

mirth like a pink  

bulb. 

 

Dazzled yellow and pink love 

glittered.  

That pump played a soaring 

song.  

The beat steadily flapped. 

 

Lies clogged the pump and 

the bulb blew up in flames.  

 

The fire raged until a light 

flurry came, so cold and 

constant.  

Ice rained down, not melting 

solidifying, formed a thick 

frozen sheet in the chest. 

 

The pump, like a bulb, 

-loomed, blue stained, 

choked-  

lies dim. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Lloyd 

 

Those grey eyes were never 

brown and blue  

So, I never knew you as 

grandpa. 

you, who said you were 

strong. An oak, 

now just goose feathers. 

 

I never knew you, 

who says “I always 

remembered you, 

and I’m all goose feathers 

now”. 

When did the rose petals fall? 

 

I may not remember you, 

strong like an oak 

My winter may come early 

too.  

Those brown and blues eyes 

are now grey. 

This December bees buzzed; 

you said my name. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Paris Missing Home  

A lonely girl, her map 

unfolded, blown   

away in baguette flavored 

and foreign 

air. “Bonjours” fly up to 

beige arches and 

words she can’t repeat.  The 

cold bites her hands. 

Old beige and frayed yellow 

cornered buildings 

line cobbled streets.  People 

with maps snap shots  

of beige buildings. Little cars 

drive close to 

mosaic sidewalks . The Eiffel 

Tower’s  

intricacies and history delight 

but, the air stings and home 

calls. Home where maps 

don’t blow away and there 

are no cobbled 

streets leading to sights. Ashy 

hands quiver, 

her scarlet nose drips. She 

sees gold arches 

across from The Louvre –

enters- orders fries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

Thomas Cochran 

 

8. 

The sculptures, primarily of 

hose, 

yearn for our reaching out. 

We are invited by sunlight, 

a glint upon the brass fittings. 

The accompanying chorale 

breathes 

with lush and fecund 

opulence. 

(The same parity might apply 

to our own exultance in 

beauty.) 

All of this furniture thus 

revels 

in shadows, the fervid lines 

luxuriating in classic 

Americana— 

apocalyptic models of 

suitcases 

hung side-by-side like giant 

eyes 

seasoned with a fatherly 

dignity. 

 

 

12. 

He could have had my head 

on a spit with a word. 

I knew his father, saw him 

on the side of a canyon 

beneath an influential 

exhibition 

of 94-foot blue-whale 

models. 

You will recall, all these 

years later, 

a street in late morning, 

the three of us, arms 

extended, 

urging our horses up 

stairways 

and across balconies, the old 

routine. 

Where is he when I think of 

this now? 

Always, of course, the 

goatherd appears 

to remind him that he did not 

act. 

 

 

29. 

Turning our focus now to 

schedules, 

we find ourselves imagining 

rituals 

and schizophrenia, happily 

crediting 

iconic shapes and street 

encounters 

for the imaginative 

choreography. 

Beguiled, we produce a 

startling theory, 

switching breathlessly into an 

urban purpose, 

the kind of work that 

demands patience 

if there is to be whirling 

animation. 

The slick emphasis on 

arbitrary motifs 

deserves notice and 

investigation, 

for it challenges our 

repetitive desire 

to cut unparalleled swaths 

through formerly rigorous 

standards. 
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Mitchell Grabois 

 

Bath 

I told one of my schizophrenic clients 

to take a warm bath— 

 it would relax her 

 

I didn’t say   

to bring a knife  

 

I got fired from the Clinic 

My awkward lesbian boss 

told me I was stupid 

 

I went back to the sawmill 

I always enjoyed working there 

 

I mailed my degree back to the University 

with a note: 

 

This is worthless 

adulterated 

 

I’m returning it 

I don’t expect a refund 
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Dan Sicoli 

 

this ancient mechanism 

based on a painting (“Untitled”) by 

Beth Pedersen 

from the birthing bridge 

a narrow passage we never fail to burn  

out of indigenous dark 

into slap of radiance 

  addiction begins 

eyes breathe everything 

a belly occupies desire 

arms flail for first steps 

as practiced hands reach to secure the ladder 

what had once been tail 

is lost 

 as fins  

and gills  

migrate 

primal urges dictate 

what stimulates 

 

what dilates 

what releases 

and what remains 

of the accessible skin of earth 

comfort in flesh 

permanence of stone 

impatience dulled by 

a duality in chronic flux 

 

it takes the  

bone of stars 

to splice the earth particle 

a simple accident to 

vary the code 

 

an architect unto itself 

redesigning 

    oblivion 
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M.V. Montgomery 

 

THE SLEEPWALKERS 

The sleepwalkers emerge like Lazarus,  

eyelids aflutter,  

walking their stiff-kneed limps.   

They hunger for more sleep,  

foreheads still warm from the pillow  

and their flattened visions.   

The sleepwalkers search for missing pieces  

of their lives,  

strive to reconnect but remain adrift,  

like just so many sculls at sea.   

They yearn for clairvoyance,  

or inexpressible truth,  

or perhaps love.   

The sleepwalkers remember bits and pieces  

of their habitats, which are richer for  

their half-imagined dimensions.   

They listen  

as the house settles and water flows  

through the walls.   

The sleepwalkers bump into the unseen  

and therefore remain  

quite tranquil and whole.   

They are stripped down to themselves,  

the original peoples,  

while the rest of history is a dream.  
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Janne Karlsson 

Family Portrait 
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Ndaba Sibanda 

 

Do not 

 

are you really able? 

do not  dare start  

what is untenable 

 

 

 

Celibates  

The couple who renewed  

their wedding vows is parents 

to son and daughter called  

Celibacy and Secrecy  

respectively  
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Allison Thorpe 

 

COFFEE POT 

 

 

They say you are what you do 

But I’m not a drip 

 

I filter water through coffee grounds 

Provide a perky start to the day 

 

Better than prayer some mornings 

 

I steep the air 

With the perfume of being 

Consciousness 

Survival 

 

I move the seasons 

Knit friendships 

Humor family reunions  

 

My leftover liquid 

Only for the hardy 

Or the hairy 

Or the old man 
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Desiree Jung 

 

The Curly Doll 

 When I put on the white clothes, I think about the interminable rains that come down from the 

slopes in front of my grandmother’s house, bending down the trees and even the houses sometimes. The 

storm happens far away, up above, but vestiges of the muddy water come down the sidewalk, curving 

through the gaps of the cement, leaving marks. In the corners, garbage piles up, and many cans of empty 

soda can be found. Just like the dirty waters, I feel stained.  

“Your body needs to learn to be alone,” he affirms, telling me I’m too attached to my doll 

Manuela.  

I had never thought of that before.  

“I just need her company,” I say.  

But he doesn’t believe me. So I decide to ask for protection to her in my Holy Communion.  

Mom obeys what father has to say and controls my coming and goings with the doll, saying that I 

am already too grown up to be seen with her in public. What I try to explain is that I don’t play, but talk. 

It is with her that I learn about life, the behavior of all people, and the manner of how everyone love. I’m 

not sure if I am different. I like to change, caress her body and kiss her.  

I don’t know why my dad doesn’t like when I smooth her curls.  

“It is nothing serious, mom,” I explain.  

But she’s angry, and her bracelets shake intensively, demonstrating her impatience.  

“It’s just a phase,” my mother says, when my father arrives and finds me having dinner with 

Manuela.  

“She thinks she’s married to the doll,” my mom explains.  

“You don’t know what she wants,” he affirms.  

All this inspection puts me down. What I know is that the doll is very intelligent because she 

watches television shows, interviews, and many soap operas. Since mother is never at home, I can choose 

whatever we can see in between homework intervals. Counting that father is also out, me and the doll can 

stay together, she is my best company, we have a perfect relationship.  

I am standing in front of the mirror when my mom enters the room. Manuela is sitting in the 

chair. I see the curtains with lace-trimmed ends swinging, as though indicating the arrival of the rains.  

“Do you think my suit is going to get dirty with the storm?” I ask.  

“It’s not going to rain, Sabrina,” mom answers.  

She arranges my bed with long fingers, tucking in the sheets, smoothing my hair with the brush.  

“You look beautiful to receive Jesus,” she affirms, when she finishes tying a white rose on my 

chest.  
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“I want to take Manuela with me,” I say.  

“You need to learn to be on your own,” mom affirms, closing my bedroom’s door.  

I walk through the hallway without knowing well what happens inside my house. My dad, when 

not at work, spends hours in front of the computer. My mom, before going to sleep, always stops by the 

altar and speaks with saints and crucifixes. There are many objects inside the house which converse with 

the silence. Manuela is just one of them. “I need to purify you,” I tell her, holding the doll.  

But before I can say anything, she’s beyond my reach. Mom kisses the image of the Saint in the 

kitchen’s entrance and I think of her, alone in my room. I also would have liked to say goodbye, before 

leaving. But it’s not a problem, I brought a piece of her hair with me, and it will be blessed.  

“I have faith,” I tell my dad, when he’s reading the paper in the kitchen.  

Before leaving, I still look at the perfect hem of my suit, and the starched shirt. Mom has her legs 

exposed, in a dress that lets her tattoo visible. I don’t know why she chose a peacock to draw on her leg. I 

want to ask but the radio of the van is turned on and the man is speaking about the storms predicted at the 

end of the day. 

“Mom also likes dolls,” I say, without thinking about the consequences. 

“I told you to forget this toy. You need to find real friends,” my dad affirms, trying to control his 

voice. 

“You speak with the saint, don’t you, mom?” I ask. 

“More respect. The Saint is a Saint,” mom replies, combing my dad’s hair with her fingers as he 

drives. 

Mom is preoccupied in organizing lunch after Communion. My father drives with only one hand, 

while fidgeting in his cellular with the other. The traffic on the road is intense.  

“You’re selfish,” I affirm, recalling the scene in the soap opera where one of the artists accuses 

the other of jealousy.  

“What are you saying?” Dad says, with open eyes, looking back.  

“Why can’t I do what I want?” I ask, without answer.  

After some time, I get tired of being angry. The Church is on the other side of the city, near the 

city Center. We live a bit far away, in a neighborhood with just houses and no business.  

“What were you trying to say?” Mother asks, when dad parks the car and begins to talk to some 

relatives.  

“You say I need to be on my own but you’re always with someone,” I say.  

“You were kissing the doll in the mouth, Sabrina,” she affirms, adjusting my hair.  

“And what is the problem?” I insist, knowing that mother doesn’t like to be contradicted.  

“You’re very small to kiss someone in the mouth, whoever it is,” she says, breathing relieved 

when I line up with the other girls.  
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“Is it because she is a girl?” I ask. 

“Forget it, Sabrina,” she completes, careful when she walks on the ground covered in red earth.  

“But dad told me I need to learn to be on my own,” I affirm. 

She stops at the church’s entrance, where dad talks with a lot of acquaintances. The steps are 

worn out, the painting old, but the general aspect of the place is celebratory. A woman in a yellow dress, 

with red laces, hair tinted blond, touches my face and pinches my cheeks.  

“You’re a doll,” she says. 

Nobody rejects or look at me strangely. Does someone else likes to play with dolls, chat and 

imagine they’re our best company? I want to ask. The line up of boys is as agitated as the girls and the 

priest greets them all, trying to calm them. Everybody is the same, I think.  

One of the boys is carrying a cellular phone in his pocket. I think his name is Breno. I notice how 

he wants his parent’s attention, and tries to show them something on the screen. In the altar, the objects 

are all prepared, the candelabra and the wine. The ceremony begins and the priest raises his hands, 

praising God. In the middle of his speech, a telephone rings. It is the boy’s, who forgot to turn it off inside 

his suit. Everybody begins to laugh but immediately his mother appears and takes the equipment from 

him. Everything continues normally.  

Unintentionally, I look beside me and notice his eyes watery. I want to hold his hand. I look up 

and shrill when seeing the amplitude of the church’s dome. “God will accompany you,” the priest 

emphasizes, when everything ends and the communion is handled. I feel purified.  

Everybody is hugging, and even those who don’t know each other well. It’s the peace in Christ, 

they repeat, when parents crowd the altar. I decide to play outside, with the rest of the group. When I am 

leaving, I notice Breno sitting near a Saint covered in a purple mantle with a contorted body. He’s close to 

the image with his hands up, an imaginary window made up of fingers.  

“What are you doing?” I ask. 

“Taking a picture,” he answers, closing one of his eyes, aiming.  

Many flowers pots are on the Saint’s feet. The pedestal exhales jasmine, and Breno’s company is 

unusual. I put a chunk of Manuela’s hairs on the ground.  

“What is that?” He asks, pretending to take a picture of the object too. 

“It’s my doll’s hair. I want her to be blessed,” I explain, a bit embarrassed.  

He shows me a handkerchief and says he also prayed for his mother to give his cellular phone 

back. 

“I always clean its screen with this cloth to protect it,” he affirms. 

The kerchief has blue lines and the drawing of a flower.  

“It’s very pretty,” I say, walking with him to the exit.  

I hear the thunder far away and I am afraid of the approaching rain. These days make me more 

scared. I hold Breno’s hands and take him to the van. 
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“Can we play together?” I ask, when I meet my mother with one of the priests.  

“Where’s your mother?” My dad asks, when he sees the boy. 

“My name is Breno,” he explains.  

After looking for his parents and they are introduced to us, they accept the invitation to have 

lunch at our house, since mother is making a get together for family members. On our way, it begins to 

rain strongly, and I think about the muddy waters that come down the slopes near grandmother’s house, 

and the garbage in the street.  

Despite exiting the car carefully, I notice the hem of my white pants have traces of red dust from 

the Church’s parking lot. I brush my leg with my hands and I feel even more blessed. Minutes later, when 

I am talking with one of my cousins, Bruno shows up with his cellular phone in his pocket.  

“It worked, my mother forgave me,” he says, happy.  

“I want to show you my doll,” I say.  

There arriving, I want to see if the mystery of purification also happened inside. I open the door 

and I see that the doll is still kept inside the closet, and appears calm and appeased.  

“Here she is,” I show, proud. 

Breno explains that there’s an app in his cellular phone where he builds the houses and clothes of 

many characters, and that’s what he likes to play most.  

“Do you want to see it?” He asks. 

“Ok,” I answer.  

From the hallway, I see my mother walking back and forth from the kitchen to the living room 

carrying a tray with rice. She smiles, and seems relieved. I keep thinking about the amount of news I will 

have to tell Manuela later, after everyone leaves. The rain falls, my suit is stained but I feel less afraid, in 

Breno’s company.  

In a few minutes I hear my father calling for lunch and we have to go back to the living room, 

despite being in the middle of our game.  
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Jennifer Dupree 

 

SWIMMING 

 Neither Lana nor Rita is in the kitchen. Thomas sets the mail on the edge of the counter and listens. The 

house is the kind of quiet that doesn’t end in anything good. Like the time Rita, in near silence, poured 

Ajax with ammonia over her pancakes and ate it. She thought it was syrup, and she didn’t want to bother 

Thomas who was deeply and foolishly asleep. By the time he got up, and sniffed her breath, and called 

nine-one-one, anything could have happened. And even though everything miraculously turned out to be 

fine that day, Thomas has not forgotten that his inattention can lead to disaster. 

 

With noise he can tell which room his wife is in, and usually what she’s doing: going to the bathroom, 

opening a package of crackers, watching Wheel of Fortune. Silence brings fear of the unknown and as he 

stands with one shaky hand on his kitchen counter, Thomas feels his heart racing. Even though Lana said 

they’d be fine, that she could watch her mother for the half hour it would take him to get gas and check 

the mail, he’s thinking now he shouldn’t have left without taking Rita along. Anything can happen in 

thirty minutes. 

 

Above the hum of the refrigerator and the faint tick of the apple-shaped kitchen clock, he hears a splash. 

He turns his head and squints through the gauzy kitchen curtains and he can see them now, bobbing 

around in the pool, his wife in his daughter’s hands. Thomas walks unsteadily to the back door and gazes 

out. Rita is floating on her back, legs straight out in front, arms like she’s being nailed to the cross. 

Thomas makes the sign of the cross on his forehead and thanks Mary, Mother of God, that his wife is 

safe. She has her head tipped back and her eyes closed and she looks like she’s trying to capture a little bit 

of the mild sun, like she used to, way back when. She is wearing something white and long and it is 

billowing out around her thighs and at her neck. She looks so saintly Thomas can barely breathe.  

 

They are in the shallow end. Lana’s golden head is down, her hair covering most of her face. Thomas 

feels a tangle of fear in the back on his knees and he nearly buckles to the floor—anything can happen 

and it only takes a second, a half of a second. But Lana’s eyes are open, and she is watching her mother. 

She is standing so close they look like a singular unit. Lana’s elbows are bent as if she’s carrying a tray of 

something fragile and he can almost imagine the way Rita feels on her palms, soft and loose and almost 

floating away.   

 

It is April, and he’s just uncovered the pool. The water must be cold, and not well-chlorinated. He hasn’t 

had time to skim off all the leaves. Thomas pushes opens the door and keeps it propped there, on the toe 

of his worn gray sock. “She’s gonna catch a cold like that,” he says, loud enough so he’s sure Lana hears 

him. 

 

Lana looks up and squints. “I didn’t hear you come home.” 
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He can feel his heart thudding madly around in his chest now. He points his whole arm at the pool. “That 

water must be like ice.” 

 

Lana shakes her head. “Mom wanted to go for a swim.” 

 

“Your mother doesn’t know what she wants anymore.” When the kids were little Rita would sit on the 

edge of the pool, dangling her feet in the shallow end, her eyes pinging from kid to kid. But as they got 

older and were in school or summer camp, she would swim laps and then float on her back. Sometimes 

Thomas would come home from work and her fingers would still be puckered, her hair still smelling of 

chlorine. 

 

Lana turns so that her back is toward him. She is wearing a black bathing suit that Thomas thinks must be 

Rita’s, the way she’s pinned the straps down in the back. Her shoulders are two knobs of bone just sitting 

there on top of stick-like arms. He wonders if she’s always been this thin and he never noticed, or if this is 

recent and he should worry. She doesn’t look strong enough to save her mother if something should 

happen. 

 

It would be so easy for Lana to let go and allow Rita to lapse into the deep end. It’s possible to imagine 

her rolling onto her stomach, tangled and confused by the volume of her white nightgown, her mouth 

open to call for help and the sudden intake of water. Thomas thinks about the way water would feel, 

pooling in her lungs, the raspy, wet breath. He can feel it in his own chest and he coughs to clear it.  

 

The doctors have told Thomas that Alzheimer’s is a progressive disease and that eventually Rita will 

forget how to swallow, and how to cough. It’s all reflexes and it’s hard to believe that a body you’ve lived 

in for seventy-three years can just go on and betray you. But this is what they say happens. At some point 

it’s likely Rita will inhale a piece of food that she should have swallowed. She will not be able to cough it 

out of her lungs and so it will sit there, irritating things until she comes down with pneumonia. By then 

her body will not be able to survive that kind of infection and she will die.  

 

The way Lana has turned in the water, he can only see Rita’s bottom half. “Did you hear me?” he yells, 

loud enough so that the neighbors can probably hear him. “How do you know what your mother wants?” 

 

Lana looks over her shoulder and he can see the cords in her neck. Her shoulders look like the shoulders 

of a child, certainly not strong enough to support a one-hundred and fifty-five pound woman, should 

something happen. “She’s fine, dad.” 

 

He lets the door shut and he goes back to the kitchen, keeping half an ear on the faint lapping of water 

while he gets out the package of English muffins. He looks down at his wrists, and the way his gold-
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plated watch dangles loosely now, and he thinks that maybe he’s too thin, too. At least he has age to 

blame, and worry. Thomas remembers the day he surprised Rita and the kids with the plans for the pool. 

The girls were six and eight, Tommy was four. There had been bonuses for all the guys who worked at 

the electric company that year and that, combined with what he’d been squirreling away, made it possible 

for him to go ahead with the pool. He and Rita had talked about it, and she was afraid the kids were too 

little, and that it was too extravagant. Still, Thomas was surprised by the way her face paled as he rolled 

out the plans on the dining room table. But then the kids screamed and clutched his legs and told him he 

was the best father, ever, and he told himself Rita would eventually be glad for it, even while he was 

avoiding her gaze.  

 

Thomas feels the press of a headache coming and, still with the doughy English muffin in his hands, he 

closes his eyes. When the kids were growing up, he and Rita were so careful with them. They felt like 

they’d done a good job, instilled in them a strong set of values, took them to church on Sundays, ate 

dinner together most nights so he could look each one of the kids in the eyes and ask them what they’d 

done that day. They did all the things the books Rita poured over said they should do and for most of their 

lives they thought it all turned out okay. Some nights, he and Rita would lean into each other in bed and 

whisper about how lucky they felt. Of all three kids, Lana would have been the last one he’d expect to do 

so much wrong. An affair for one thing, and with a boy half her age. It made him sick to his stomach if he 

thought about it too long. And then the accident—Lana swore on her grandmother’s grave it was an 

accident. “I didn’t mean to hit him,” she said, her blue eyes filling with tears. Thomas had never been 

good when the girls cried and so he said he believed her.    

 

He sticks the muffin in the toaster and goes back and stands in the doorway watching them. It’s not like 

he doesn’t have his own secrets now. Like the fact that he’s put Rita on the list for six different “Long 

Term Care Facilities,” even though they swore to each other they never would. And then there’s the fact 

that he’s been crushing up her pills and feeding them to her in applesauce. Giving her the pills that way, it 

makes him feel as if he’s holding her brain hostage. Like if he just let her not take the pills when she 

didn’t want them her brain would loosen itself and disappear and maybe Rita would be happier that way. 

Maybe she wouldn’t worry about the things she could only almost remember, and the things that were 

blank spots entirely. She might be so much more peaceful and, yet, Thomas isn’t ready to give up the 

little bit of her he still has left.  

 

The toaster dings but he can’t stop watching Rita and Lana in the pool. The white nightgown is floating 

up around Rita’s doughy thighs like a tutu. She used to be a thin woman, someone who worried about her 

calories, took the skin off chicken, cut her cranberry juice with water. He isn’t sure when it happened, 

exactly, that she stopped worrying about what she ate and when she ate it. The way she loved to eat now, 

especially sweet things he picked up for her at the coffee shop, gave Thomas a sense of accomplishment. 

He liked the way she licked her lips, then her fingers. He liked the way a turnover made her smile. He 

didn’t mind that her body was fuller, round in places where it had been flat. And when she felt tender 

towards him, Thomas liked the new feel of her. He opens the back door again. “Doesn’t she have a 

bathing suit?” 

 

This time Lana doesn’t look up. “Not one that I could get her into.” 
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Thomas does not know if this means the bathing suit didn’t fit, or that Rita fought hard enough for Lana 

to give up. He can smell the burn of his English muffin now. He will not be able to scrape it off. He will 

have to throw it away, or give it to the birds and start over. 

 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Thomas says, half closing the door. “She could catch pneumonia.” 

 

“I’ll get her into a hot bath when we get inside.” 

 

Thomas lets the door close but he stays rooted in place, watching them. How can he tell if hypothermia is 

starting to set in? Is it too late by the time he sees blue lips, a bluish tint to the skin? He would like to 

believe Lana knows what she’s doing. It gives him a pang below his ribs to have so little faith in this 

woman who had once been his little girl. 

 

For a long time after the accident, he’d defended her. Told everyone who stopped to ask him how he was 

holding up that he was fine, just sam-tootin’ fine, thank you very much. He told them all—his other two 

kids, the pastor, the clerk at the grocery store, the girl who rang up his gas—that his daughter wasn’t the 

monster they’d all made her out to be. That there was more to the story than what they knew, or thought 

they knew. That they should all heed the warnings about casting the first stone. He never got more into it 

than that, never stood around digging around in the details, even with the handful of guys he played 

cribbage with. He didn’t know much more than they knew, anyway. And he hated the sticky black feel of 

certain words on his tongue--adultery, murder, prison, death.   

 

He was glad none of it registered with Rita. For the first time since that joker of a doctor sat down and 

shuffled some papers and said in his know-it-all voice that she had Alzheimer’s, Thomas was glad for the 

mind-eating disease. Rita didn’t have a clue that Lana had run the boy down with her car, or that he died, 

or that, even though the police ruled it an accident, people still thought their daughter was getting away 

with murder. Hell, some days she didn’t even know Lana was her daughter, or that she’d ever had a 

daughter at all. Some days Rita thought she was seven, or seventeen, or twenty-three. She thought 

Thomas was her grandfather, her father, her uncle, her boyfriend. Thomas felt each one of these 

misidentifications as a stinging pain below his ribcage. He started sleeping on a cot that he set up between 

their bureaus. Some days Rita wouldn’t let him anywhere near her and he couldn’t even help her get 

washed up. And that meant sometimes she had a funky, yeasty smell and Thomas could do nothing but 

wait it out. At least with Lana home he didn’t have to worry about that anymore. It was different with a 

woman, he understood that. But sometimes he’d stand outside the bathroom door and listen to the low 

murmur of Lana’s voice, and Rita’s laugh in response, and he’d feel like his heart was being seared right 

through the center.  

 

Thomas puts the English muffin on a paper towel and steps out onto to Astroturf. Rita always hated the 

bright green plasticy feel of the fake grass. She wanted real grass because she loved the feel of it on her 

feet but Thomas vetoed the idea because he didn’t want to have to mow around the pool. In those days a 

wife listened to her husband and Rita was never one to make a fuss, anyway.  
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It’s warmer than he thought, out here with the sun directly on them. The sunlight glints off the pool like 

slivers of broken glass. He shades his eyes and watches them for a minute. He wants to believe that his 

daughter is sorry for driving her car into that boy, and for everything that happened leading up to it, and 

everything that came as a consequence. He asked her if she’d been to confession and she said she didn’t 

think even God wanted her anymore. Thomas had looked at his daughter and said “Faith is supposed to be 

what gets you through the hard times.” But she wouldn’t look at him and so he hadn’t said anything else. 

Probably he should have just asked Lana flat out what happened, right away on that first day when she 

showed up on their doorstep with her suitcases.  

 

He walks to the corner of the garage and scrapes the burn off his English muffin using his pocket knife. If 

it would matter now he’d get down on his hands and knees right this minute and rip up the damn 

Astroturf. But it doesn’t matter now, that’s the hell of it.   

 

He has not asked Lana for the details and she has not asked him how he’s holding up. And their agreed-

upon mutual silence seems to be working for them, except for now, when he’s watching them and 

wondering if his daughter is capable of murder. Would she think it a mercy-killing to put her mother out 

of her prolonged misery? Once you’ve killed one person, is it easier to kill another? He is ashamed of 

himself for thinking such things, for allowing gossip to fill in the details. But then, his daughter has 

become a mystery to him.     

 

Thomas walks a few steps closer to the pool. “She got on a diaper?” 

 

Lana shakes her head. “You don’t need to shout it for all the world to hear.” 

 

Thomas presses his lips shut. He doesn’t know what would be worse, the cottony adult-sized diaper 

disintegrating into the pool, little bits of it floating to the surface like packing material. Or a stream of his 

wife’s urine running down her leg and out into the water, probably getting in her hair, maybe even her 

mouth. “It isn’t right, that’s all.” 

 

“She’s not deaf, dad. And she’s fine.” 

 

Thomas figured the incontinence started as a direct result of Lana’s arrival. “Stress,” he told Lana. “They 

say it isn’t good for her.” Which wasn’t true, exactly. No one had said to him that stress made the 

Alzheimer’s worse but it made everything else worse so it stood to reason.  
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Lana took what he said and folded in on herself, got real quiet, then went out and came back with a 

package of adult diapers. He never heard Rita complain about them and that bothered him more than 

anything. 

 

Thomas watches the way Lana guides her mother’s body as if it were a plank of wood, or a canoe, or a 

baby. He is standing very close to the pool edge now, his feet just on the white edge, close enough that the 

faint smell of chlorine makes his nose itch. He bends down and unties his shoes and then carefully 

balances on one foot and tugs off his shoe, and then his sock. His one bare foot feels the cold from the 

metal and he shivers. Lana looks at him but says nothing. He pulls off his other shoe and sock and then he 

rolls up the legs of his pants until they’re above his knees.   

 

He walks over to the steps. Lana is still watching him, her face untroubled. Rita has not looked up, has 

not noticed a change in the atmosphere and Thomas is gripped by the sudden certainty that she’s already 

dead. His wife is dead and he’s too late. He can feel his heart straining in his chest and he’s moving down 

the steps into the water and it’s so cold he is instantly numb in every place it touches. He’s in deeper than 

his knees now, moving toward Rita. His thighs are wet, his hips, his waist. His pants pull against the 

water and then suck back into his legs.  

 

“Honey?” He says. “Rita, honey?” 

 

She lifts her head and her gray hair streams out behind her like she’s Noah’s wife, gone overboard for a 

leisurely swim. “Hi,” she says, “Hello.” 

 

She doesn’t know who he is, Thomas can tell by the tone of her voice and the blankness in her eyes but he 

is relieved anyway. He wants to lean down and kiss her but it wouldn’t be like in the movies where 

everything is fixed when the lovers’ lips touch. Rita would be terrified, because at this moment he is a 

stranger, the fifty-one shared years wiped clean away. Trembling, she would push him away. She might 

try to stand to run and then possibly she would slip. Her fear would be his fault. And what if she went 

under?  

 

Thomas lifts a wet hand and waves. “I just came to say hello,” he says. “Do you want to get out of the 

pool?”  

 

Rita smiles and lowers her head back down. She rolls her head, left to right. “No-o.” 

 

Thomas leans over to Lana and speaks in a tone low enough not to bother Rita. “What if she won’t get out 

of the pool? Or if she wants to swim off on her own? Or if she starts to cry and you don’t know what’s 

wrong? Did you have a plan?” 
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Lana looks at him, her blue eyes the same color as the sky, the same color as Rita’s. “We’re okay, dad. 

You don’t have to worry.” 

 

“That’s where you’re wrong. It’s my job to worry about your mother.” He turns away and pushes himself 

through the waist-deep water, half-swimming, half-walking until he is in the deep end. It is harder than he 

thought, swimming in his clothes. His white t-shirt is wet and soaked through and when he looks down he 

can see the thin wisps of chest hair and his floppy skin. His arms and legs are weary and he swims to the 

edge and holds on. “Do you even know CPR?” He shouts and his voice echoes off the water. “Do you 

even know how to save someone if you want to?”   

 

Lana stares at him, unblinking, frozen. The white nightgown and the birds overhead are the only 

movements, the only sounds. 

  

A cramp is starting in his leg. He pushes off the edge and propels himself back to the shallow end. He is 

out of breath by the time he reaches the stairs and he stops for a moment, his hands on his thighs, his 

chest heaving. What would Lana do if he just keeled over right now? Would she just bob around in the 

pool, pretending like she didn’t see a thing? She might be glad to have him gone, to have her mother and 

her faulty memory to keep her company. With Rita, Lana’s sins have been forgiven because they have 

been forgotten. Maybe Lana would even turn her back, and turn her mother with her, and point up at the 

sky and say something distracting about the clouds while he gasped his last breath.  

 

Lana touches his arm. “Dad? Are you all right?” 

 

He doesn’t look at her but he can feel her eyes on him. He feels the pressure in his chest start to subside. 

“I’m fine,” he says. He straightens up and climbs the rest of the way out of the pool. He walks over to one 

of the green plastic Adirondack chairs and sits, his legs straight on in front of him, the water dripping off 

in a stream.   

He thinks about how he should have gone ahead and invested in the nicer furniture Rita wanted, the 

wooden chairs, the round table with the umbrella. Like with the Astroturf, it’s too late now. He tried 

getting her things she wanted. One day he showed her a pretty dress in a catalogue and oh! she liked it a 

lot. So he’d gone ahead and ordered it and when it came a few days later he took it out of the box and 

held it up and smiled at her. But she just looked at it and cried and said he must have picked it out for 

some other girl.  

Thomas sits and breathes and lets the water drip off his chair while he looks at his wife and his daughter 

floating through the green-blue pool. White clouds from above are reflected below and Rita’s hand runs 

right through one that could be a castle, or a mountain. Somehow, on this not-too-cold day in April, his 

daughter had understood the immediacy of Rita’s desire and granted it before it dissolved.   
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D.R. Cerullo 

 

A Joke You’ve Probably Heard 

Three losers go to a bar one night, stop me if you’ve heard this one before and all that.  One of them just 

wants to get laid, and does.  One of them is searching for love, that kind of pure and innocent love that 

exists only in the minds of the young.  He fails.  The last is locked in a prison of existential angst and is 

desperately seeking some kind of human connection.  The three sit at a table, drinking away their 

respective work days, lost in the chaos of Karaoke Night. 

“Why Phoenix?” Rhodey asked,scratching at a petrified wad of gum stuck to the underside of the 

table.  It felt at once malleable and permanent. 

 “My brother said he can get me a job and said I could live with him until I get my own place.”  

Frank shrugged, regarded the walls surrounding them with a profound boredom.  “Plus, it’s cheap.” 

 “It’s also fucking hot.” Rhodey lowered his voice ever so slightly.  “And Sheriff Joe.”   

“Motherfuckin’ Tent City.”  Tony spread his arms wide, forever the jester, forever the 

performance artist.  Avant Garde Theater of life.  “Why would you ever leave LA.  When this town has 

been so good to us?”    

 They were getting to that age where they start to feel the fear.  Fear of the day when the 

rebellious, intentional, small failures turn into accidental, big failures.  None had accomplished shit, save 

for the few accolades heaped upon them from acting classes and writing workshops.   

Tony reached in his pocket, pulled out a slightly crumpled pack of cigarettes.  He counted the 

contents, mouthing the numbers silently.  “Gonna just make it,” he said. 

“Can I bum one?” 

Tony glared at Frank, reluctantly handed one over.  “You stay here, guard the pitcher,” he told 

Rhodey.  Then they left him stag, a man a bar and a beer. 

  So Rhodey sat alone, clutching his beer in his favorite bar.  A white trash haven in the heart of 

the valley, dark enough to hide in and loud enough to drown out the sounds of desperation, dubbed by the 

trio “Neil’s Place”, after their favorite bartender.  It’s on the corner of Canoga and Roscoe in a rundown 

little plaza sandwiched between a liquor store and a strip club.  Location, location, location.   

 “You guys need another?”  The waitress asked from behind.   

 “Yeah, put it on your man’s tab.”   

Her and Frank had gone home together once and everybody knew. 

 “Sure thing.”  

 “Thanks, Sweetness.”   
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A faux cowboy sang “I got friends in low places” for the third time that week while Tom, a 

fixture, sat on a stool, whispering sweet nothings to his Budweiser.  Rhodey loved old drunks.   

They don’t judge.  Whatever horrible, inexcusable thing youth is capable of, the old drunks have done 

worse, wish they still could still do it.   

Sweetness came back with a full pitcher and set it down.  Rhodey filled his glass, drank down the 

head.  The karaoke host, Glory, caught his eye.  She was beautiful, maybe.  Blond and flawless and the 

whole bit.  Oh, reader(s), she was that connection Rhodey sought, the girl he could see himself staying in 

Friday nights for.  Glory had the personality to match her looks even.  She never drank, yet was always 

happy and friendly.  This place could never touch her.    

 Tony slid back into his seat, sucking his considerable gut in as he did. 

 “You ditch Frank? 

 “Bathroom.”  

 The fear stirred in Rhodey again, that old loneliness that, once it creeps up on you, never truly 

leaves.  “You think this Phoenix shit’s really gonna happen?” 

 “Maybe, he seems pretty excited.  You gonna miss him?”  Tony was being a dick, but our 

Rhodey was far too preoccupied to notice. 

 “It would just be weird coming here without him.”  The two friends sat in contemplation, neither 

being able to voice any forlornness to the other.  Luckily for them and their respective manhoods, they 

were interrupted. 

 “How are my boys doing this evening?”  Glory was making her rounds around the bar. 

 “So fucking good I can’t stand it.” 

 “Every day on this earth is just a goddamned privilege.  You smell terrific by the way,” Rhodey 

said.  “Like home.” 

 “Aw, drunken boys.  Hey Neil, give ‘em another pitcher on me.”  This was a weekly ritual.  Glory 

would order them a pitcher and by the end of the night they’d be far too hammered to do the proper math 

to figure out whether it was free or not.  It was always a “Did we order 7 pitchers tonight or 8?  I can’t 

fucking remember, man.”   

She turned that warm, perfect smile back to Tony.  “So, are you going to serenade us tonight?” 

 “Yeah, I’ll be your monkey.  Just tell me when I gotta jump.”   

 “You’re such a whore.”  Rhodey said, and they all laughed.     

 “I’m gonna put you up soon, ‘cause this place needs some life.”   
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Tony nodded and waved her off.  Glory walked towards the bar where she put her arms around 

the old drunk Tom and asked him how his night was going.  At this point, Rhodey could not hear whether 

she also bought him a round.  Frank came back to their table and sat down.  He filled his glass, drank half 

of it down and filled it again.  He burped and flipped his friends off.  It was these random acts of 

crudeness that endured him to his friends, though they always seemed to be followed by a sadness. 

“I was thinking about going to church, you know, to meet a girl.” 

 “Are you fucking kidding me?”  Out of all his friends, Rhodey couldn’t stand to lose Frank to 

Jesus.   

 “Christian girls are easy to fuck.”  Tony had no fear of loss though.   

 “No, not that.  I just want like a nice, good girl, one that’ll cook for me and shit.” 

  “I used to have a girl that did my laundry.” 

 “Aw, fuck good girls, they’re boring.  All these girls in here may be sluts but at least they have 

personality.”   

Tony raised his glass in approval and they all drank, but Frank remained silent.  Their moment of 

self-reflection was broken by an announcement that it was Tony’s turn to sing.  The old drunks cheered as 

Tony strutted to the stage, his right arm swinging in a staccato rhythm, his fingers snapping to a tune that 

was his alone. 

 For the first few bars, Tony stood still, like a statue.  The entire audience leaned forward in eager 

anticipation.  The drums kicked and he was off.  He jumped from one end of the stage to the other, his 

feet moving in perfect unison, perfect time.  A big man that can dance is one of this life’s great treasures.  

There’s a danger to the movement, like any minute the spell will wear off and King Kong will rage 

through the city.  When he started to sing, his voice was raspy, but gigantic.  It resonated through the 

room like a train roaring through a tunnel, like the mating call of a goddamned silverback, and had the 

crowd in a trance.  They clapped along, smiles spreading across their faces, erasing the age and the 

tiredness from their eyes.  He urged them up and many complied.  A score of middle-aged alcoholics 

littered the dance floor as they spun each other around and jumped up and down.  Frank got up and threw 

himself into the mix.  Rhodey watched, unable to participate due to his total lack of self-confidence, but 

feeling an overwhelming happiness for his friend.  It didn’t matter if Tony never made it, if he never even 

appeared in a movie, here he was a star.  He had the entire world at his command, it just so happened that 

the entire world was a shithole bar.   

 

 Three girls entered the bar during Tony’s song, though only one of them is important, and this is 

where the x-factor, the wild card, is thrown in.  This girl, this brunette with huge tits, slight belly and 

bulbous ass, represented nothing our poor Rhodey needed in this life, yet everything his primitive and 

lite-beer-stunted brain craved. 

 This girl, and her friends, fall instantly in love with the showmanship of Tony, which is, of 

course, Rhodey’s in.  They formed a circle on the dance floor, a sort of triumvirate of sex, ruling over the 
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timid, the shy, the weak.  Her hips shook, not to the rhythm of the music, but in sync with the blood of 

Rhodey’s cock.  At one point, he teased himself with the idea that she looked over at him and they locked 

eyes.  He could swear he could feel her breath, smell her perfume, some combination of rum and Camels 

and jasmine.   

 The song over, the trio stormed the bar, got their drinks and wouldn’t you know it, sat themselves 

at a table directly adjacent to our young heroes.   

 “Hey you,” one of the unimportant girls called to a freshly seated Tony.   

 He looked up, raised a mock-intrigued eyebrow. 

 “What are you drinking?”  She asked far too loudly. 

 “What are you buying?” 

 “Jager.” 

 “Make it three.”  Tony pointed to both Frank and Rhodey.  He was, to his credit, a loyalist.   

 The unimportant girl made it happen and Rhodey found himself cheersing a shot with his girl, 

whose name he learned was Diane, but whose name he quickly forgot.  After Diane took the shot, she 

leaned into his shoulder and coughed from the burn.  Rhodey found this incredibly endearing and stroked 

her hair to soothe her.  No one found this strange, it was after all Karaoke Night.   

 After that it was the usual.  “What do you do?” Rhodey asked, as though it mattered, or he was 

capable of caring. 

 Her answer was something about files and contracts and how her boss couldn’t survive one 

minute without her and he knows it.   

 He asked her to tell him more and he bought the next round.   

 She asked him about his life and she bought the subsequent round.   

 What is being pointed out here is that many rounds were bought and consumed.  This led to the 

two of them, stumbling out the door arm in arm. 

Lonely old Tom from the bar stood outside by himself, smoking and staring off into the dark 

street, muttering at passing cars.  He glanced over at our two young idiots and smiled just a little.  Not the 

kind of smile that makes you feel welcome, mind you, but the kind that makes you feel guilty for having 

the youth he wishes he had, except he knows he’d just waste it again.  Rhodey and this girl walked around 

the corner and lit up cigarettes.  He inhaled and let the brief high relax him.   

 “So, what’s your name, anyway?”  he asked her. 

 “Diane.”  She laughed.  “I’ve already told you that like three times.” 
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 “Oh, well, it was loud in there and I have bad hearing.”  Sometimes those lies just flow out of a 

man like liquid through store-brand paper towels.  He took her hand and led her to a little alley next to an 

apartment building a short ways from the bar where they frantically made out.   

 She fumbled with his belt in hilariously clumsy fashion as she pulled his pants down.   

 “Wait, I’m not ready yet.”   

She didn’t listen and began undressing herself.  Poor Rhodey began to shiver from the cold, and 

he hung there limp, and lifeless.   

 “Do you have a condom?”   

 “No, I don’t.”  Here’s the kicker: he actually did, but he didn’t want her to think of him as a slut. 

 “That’s okay, I don’t like them anyway.”  She pulled him closer and began to kiss him again. 

 “I think I had too much to drink, and it’s too cold.”  Rhodey couldn’t find the right way to explain 

himself, but hell, who could explain a limp dick and still sound cool?   

She looked down.  “Are you fucking kidding me?”  She rolled her eyes in disgust, pulled her 

panties back on and left him, naked.   

 He sat alone, shivering in the cold air, drinking the beer he had smuggled out.  The alcohol 

warmed him, mined some inner reserve of strength, or numbed his embarrassment, depends on your 

experiences.  The cold gravel scratched at his bare skin.  He thought of Vegas, and the whore, and the first 

time his body had failed him, lying in a filthy bed in his white boxers. 

*** 

Rhodey was nervous.  She counted the money he gave her and stuffed it into her purse.  It would 

be generous to think of this girl as 18, or even 17, but there is little room for carding in the money for sex 

business.  She pulled out her cell phone and began to dial. 

 “Okay, I’m starting.”  She said into the phone.  “So call me in like 15.” 

 “Hey, we have the same phone.”  To this day he still can’t figure out why this amazed him so 

much. 

 “Really?  That’s so crazy.”  She feigned interest in that way prostitutes are so adept at as she 

turned the clock radio on to some generic rock station.  Eric Clapton’s voice rang out through the muffled 

speaker.  Sweet Rhodey’s mind was racing, and his heart was pumping the blood through him in an 

attempt to purge his body of the white powder he had so carelessly consumed.  She danced slowly to the 

rhythm of the music but his body wouldn’t slow down.  He silently cursed the vile drug.  She freed 

herself from her bra and crawled across the bed towards him.  With a slight smile she tugged at his pants 

until they were just below his knees.  She saw the lifeless limb and smiled bigger.  Still, not a twitch or a 

shift, or even the slightest sign of life came out of him, or it.  He never knew shame like seeing the 

disappointed look on a call girl’s face, though it’s fair to say that shame would be a recurring theme from 
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there on out.  Soon the 15 minutes passed and her phone rang.  In seconds she was dressed and ready to 

go.  She came over to him and kissed his forehead. 

 “You know, you shouldn’t have to pay for this.  You’re not a bad looking guy.”  Friends, I can 

personally attest to the following fact: If murder was legal for just a day, a minute, she’d be dead. 

*** 

 He shook off the memory and drained the last of his glass.  He walked back from the alley, the 

cold really starting to grate him.  Another drink was the best answer to this problem that his brain could 

come up with.  As he walked to the back door of the bar he saw the same Tom who had smirked at them 

on the way in.  He was leaning against the wall, smoking.  The smell of whiskey dominated the air around 

him.  Rhodey did his best to give him a victorious grin.  Tom, though, just continued to smile that creepy 

old drunk smile. 

 “What do you want from me, old man?” 

 “Did ya get your dick wet?”  The old man sucked on his cigarette, the smoke seeping out of his 

nostrils.  “A man an’ a woman go in that alley, only one thing that happens.”   

Rhodey felt the need to impress this empty soul.  “Yeah,” he said as he lit his own smoke. 

 “Do ya love her?” 

 “What the fuck are you talking about?”  The old man started laughing, and not a pleasant laugh.  

If you can picture Emperor Palpatine’s cackle as Luke tries in vain to resist the darkside, then mix that 

with the mocking laughter from Planet of the Apes when Charlton Heston mocks his comrade for planting 

an American flag on the desolate and seemingly lifeless world they’ve found themselves on, and then you 

have an idea of the kind of laugh we’re talking about here.  Brutal stuff. 

  Impotent now in body and spirit, Rhodey said.  “I’m gonna go back inside, take care of yourself.  

Drive safely, huh?”  He walked back inside, not looking back at Charlton Palpatine.   

 It was about closing time and the crowd had thinned.  Rhodey walked to their old table but it was 

empty.  There was still a pitcher a quarter full but no glasses.  He didn’t see Frank anywhere but Tony 

was at the other end of the room, sitting with a couple of girls.  Rhodey picked up the pitcher and drank, 

even though he knew this to be frowned upon.  He told himself, “at least I’ve got the balls to do this.”  He 

walked over to Tony and stood next to him for a full minute until he was noticed. 

 “Hey, buddy! I want you to meet my new friend Lindsey.”   

Rhodey nodded in her direction and took another swig from his pitcher.  “Lindsey takes a couple 

of improv classes; I think she’d be perfect for my sketch show, don’t you?”   

Rhodey now smiled through his teeth.  Tony had no sketch show, in case you hadn’t figured that 

out yet. 

 “Yeah, that would work out great.  You’ve needed a girl in that troupe for a while now.”  

Lindsey’s eyes lit up, hope bulging out of her sockets.  The place was starting to reek of desperation.  
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Rhodey again drank and let his eyes wander around the bar.  Diane was at one table by the front entrance 

with another girl.  They were talking and laughing, and looking directly at him.  He sighed and continued 

to scan.  His eyes came to rest on Glory.  She was packing up her equipment.  She looked up and he 

smiled, she smiled back, but it seemed to lack the warmth from earlier.  He drained the last of the pitcher 

and walked towards the bar.  Neil was wiping down the counter. 

 “Hey, Neil.”  he said, extending his hand. 

 “Hey, my man, how’s it goin’?”  He took Rhodey’s hand and shook it rigorously, like a true 

professional. 

 “Never better.”  He released his grip and took a seat on a stool.  “Could you get me a shot of jack 

and then close me out?” 

 “Sure thing.”  He flipped a glass on the table and filled it, then walked away to sort out the tab.  

Rhodey tilted his head astern and drank.  He let that whisky pour through him, warming his blood.  He 

closed his eyes and took it all in.  What a life this was, he would think, but do nothing to fix.  Such is the 

crux of our dilemma, is it not?  When he opened his eyes the bill was in front of him.  He paid the tab and 

left a generous tip.  Frank had just re-entered the room.  His hair was askew and two buttons on his shirt 

were undone.  Rhodey smiled and slapped him on the shoulder. 

 “You ready to go?” he asked. 

 “Let’s do it.” 

 “Alright, I’ll meet you at the car.”  Frank headed towards the exit and Rhodey strolled back over 

to Tony.   

 “Hey man, I’m taking off, you need a ride?”   

Tony looked up.  “No, my new friend Lindsey is gonna take me home.”   

 “Alright, enjoy yourself.”  He turned to walk away. 

 “Hey wait.” 

Rhodey spun around, ready for some great words to sum up the evening, or better yet the secrets 

of the universe. 

 “Will you give me a ride to work tomorrow?”   

Rhodey sighed.  “Sure.  Don’t I always?”   

Tony beamed.  “You’re a king.” 

 “And you’re an asshole.”  Rhodey slurred.  He turned again and walked off towards the exit. 

 “I’ll call you tomorrow, buddy.”  Tony shouted after him. 

 “Yep.”  He returned without looking back.   
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*** 

 “So do you really think you’re going to Phoenix?”  The car was stopped in front of Frank’s 

apartment.  He was half-way out the door.  

 “I don’t know, probably.”   

Rhodey listened to the radio for a couple seconds, some sad ballad of the decaying American 

dream.  “I don’t think you should go.”  The booze had started to turn on him.  He pushed the nausea down 

his throat, back into his stomach. 

 “Why not?” Frank stood outside the car, visibly impatient.   

Rhodey wanted to tell him that he didn’t want to be alone.  That he wanted to go to church with 

him and they could both meet nice girls.  They could marry those girls and buy houses on the same street 

and watch football on Sundays.  Nothing would ever change, but it wouldn’t have to.  “I’d have to find a 

new bar.”   

Frank laughed and closed the door.  He poked his head in through the open window.  “Sure 

buddy, take care, and drive safely, huh?”  He walked off towards his apartment.   

Rhodey drove off, down De Soto, into the heart of the Valley.  He turned the radio off and drove 

in silence, trying to stop the world from spinning out of control. 
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