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PREFACE 

 

 I am not afraid of writing.  

It’s cathartic, actually.  

 I love interviewing people, researching for pieces, and rewriting through multiple 

sunrises. Talking about my writing has gotten easier, and left unchecked I can do it for 

hours. Writing a cohesive summation, however, is difficult, jarring, and dull.  

I don’t really know how to start. “Writing is my passion?” Passé. Besides, passion 

is for the bedroom. I wish I could say there was a defining moment when I leapt to my 

feet and officially proclaimed “today, I become a writer,” or something likewise dramatic 

and thought provoking. But there isn't; I'd be lying to you. I’ve written with varying fervor 

for most of my life, though the one thing I’ve always done, regardless of my status as a 

writer, was make lists and keep journals. My parents would buy me yellow sticky notes 

as a kid so I could line my doorframe with ideas I wanted to remember in the morning. 

Nowadays I just keep a journal on the nightstand, though I still write notes on my hand 

when I don’t feel like getting up. I’ve been told this is bad form for work interviews. Part 

of the problem in pinning the origin of my work is that my desire to write seriously, to 

become an author, is fairly recent. In fact, I never assumed I would pursue writing. As a 

child, I wanted to be either a scientist or a restaurateur, and I read mostly plays, 

nonfiction and food-related literature. Even now I don’t feel like I’ve caught up on all the 

literature I probably missed. I also ran the gambit of college majors: Japanese became 

linguistics became history became English literature became library science became 

creative writing. Serious writing started as a means to sort through the train wreck of my 
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final undergraduate years. In the course of just a few semesters: a friend was murdered; 

my best friend's boyfriend attempted suicide, after which she was committed and 

subsequently vanished; my grandfather, who I was extremely attached to, and probably 

took for granted, died; Matt, my oldest friend and emotional anchor, fell in love, became 

an objectivist and essentially took leave of planet earth; I was fired. Though easily the 

most insignificant item on this list, losing the part-time job became the proverbial straw. I 

stopped going to class, gave up art, and slept through most of the following month. 

However, I realized that there were two ways I could deal with my problems, and 

wasting away in a smoky room stopped being so appealing. Inexplicably, though, I left 

art on the side and started writing instead, probably a natural offshoot of my meticulous 

journaling. At the time, I focused on plays, since I felt more familiar with their form. One 

of my first scripts was The Sundowners, which I plan to adapt to a novel when I finish 

my degree. To commemorate this shift, I burned all my old artwork and early writing. 

Since I’d just moved into an apartment with a fireplace, it seemed like the logical thing to 

do; I wanted to start from scratch.  

The stylistic progression in my writing thus far has been an attempt to make the 

text more immersive, impressionistic and experiential for the reader. Over time, I 

realized two distinct goals in developing my voice and style: focusing on “emotional 

accuracy,” and creating an experiential dialogue between the reader and the text.  

First, however, I needed to find my voice as a writer. In high school, there were 

three major influences on my work: Miranda July’s audio performances, Laurie 

Anderson, and existentialist theater. Not necessarily in that order. My love affair with 

July dates far before her short story collection No One Belongs Here More Than You, 
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which I will talk about later. At the time, July was a performance artist, and she 

produced a series of radio pieces that were essentially stories conveyed through 

monologue, many times in the style of a mock interview or instruction. Choppy 

sentences, matter-of-fact delivery and digressions on loosely related subjects were key 

features of these recordings. Matt and I would skip out on journalism class (we were the 

co-editors after all) to “sell ads,” which was code for joyriding and listening to July’s 

monologues on tape. Her voice, frantic but authoritative, had more of an immediate 

impact on my future writing than any single thing did since. The experimental musician 

Laurie Anderson was also a considerable influence in developing my voice (my parents 

always had a stellar record collection). In her 1982 album Big Science, Anderson 

presents monotone monologues composed of flash-fiction and instruction set to 

electronic rhythms, such as the track “Walking and Falling” in which she visualizes 

someone tripping and catching herself. I also had a requisite run with existentialist 

theater in high school since works such as Sartre’s “No Exit” were a perfect extension of 

teenage misanthropy. Through playwrights such as Stoppard, Beckett, Sartre, Vonnegut 

and Kane, I also developed a preference for heavy dialogue in my work. When I started 

writing again, these early influences settled and congealed into a loose idea of what I 

wanted to accomplish, though it wasn’t until later that they took a more definite form. As 

I concentrated more seriously on my writing at the end of my undergraduate, I co-oped 

what I could from these opinions and preferences and began fashioning them 

haphazardly on the skeleton of a basic third-person narrative. However, my first set of 

stories was extraordinarily rigid and inorganic since, partially through a lack of 

confidence in my own inclinations, I had inherited a very strict perspective of what 
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constituted “good writing.” The collapsed, blended and impressionistic style in my 

journals and outlines, I felt, should remain there.  

“Pins,” the second story in this collection, is perhaps most similar to these early 

attempts. “Pins” focuses on Melissa Campbell, an entomologist coping with the loss of 

her exhibit, and an avid desire to avoid decision making or face the uncertainties of life 

on her own feet. To make the work more immersive, I wanted to replicate what I 

gathered from theater while recalling the influence of July and Anderson, but I was at a 

loss as to how I should implement them in a strict third-person framework. My first 

attempt to create an “immersive” and “relatable” story, for instance, was simply to 

render Melissa as the fullest, most realistic character I could. I assumed that readers 

would feel as if they were dealing with someone complex enough to be flesh and blood. 

However, I did this at the expense of narrative or plot, and the resulting draft 

meticulously catalogued Melissa’s life since childhood. Instead of making her seem 

authentic, the surplus scenes made the work less cohesive, awkward, and drew 

attention to Melissa’s life-long fixation on insects; the story became about her “quirky 

job” rather than her self-induced dilemma. In short, it became a character sketch. 

As I struggled to make the story less cloudy and more immersive, I turned to my 

appreciation of theater and dramatically increased my emphasis on dialogue. I 

reasoned that readers were naturally inclined, because of Melissa's unusual situation, to 

focus on the details of her occupation rather than her actual dilemma. Therefore, I 

decided that featuring long discussions very prominently in the third version, specifically 

in the "college" scenes, would give priority to the voices of the characters, make them 

feel more “real,” and be the most expedient way to develop Melissa’s deceptively 
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complicated attitudes. However, using this model to make the story feel more natural 

proved to be a double-edged sword.  While my dialogue became punchier, and flowed 

much more efficiently and organically, early drafts of other stories such as  “Amateur” 

and “She Would Be Literary,” exhibited an increasing disregard for dialogue markers, 

even in very long exchanges. While this honed my style, I was told in workshops that, 

despite my efforts to clarify speakers, readers felt lost in the narrative without sufficient 

context clues. In addition, even in a very close third-person perspective, the intrusion of 

my own voice often clashed with the narrative voice, and muddled with the characters’ 

own perceptions. Was I saying this, or was the character considering it silently? 

Sometimes even I couldn’t recall the angle such comments originally spawned from. 

Ultimately, I felt that these early attempts actually forced readers further outside of the 

text rather than drawing them in. 

After “Pins,” though, I did two things to focus my goals of creating an immersive 

narrative and reader-text dialogue. First, I abandoned the third-person perspective. As I 

became more comfortable and confident with my natural inclinations when drafting 

stories in legal pads and journals, I shifted from the comparatively impersonal to the 

very personal, as seen in the sudden perspective shift in later drafts of stories such as 

“She Would be Literary." This, I hoped, would feel more natural for me, as well as 

eliminate the distance problems I encountered when forcing my writing into a third-

person framework. In addition, it would give me the liberty of addressing the reader 

directly, thus fostering a dialogue and more immediate emotional feedback. Secondly, I 

started focusing less on realism and accuracy, and more on developing an authentic 

“emotional reality” in my stories. I noticed early on that immersion has less to do with 
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realism or authority than "emotional accuracy,” a distinction that I missed when drafting 

earlier pieces.  

Specifically, this concerns making characters’ psychological reality feel more 

acute, making the reader feel an emotional part of what’s occurring, and creating a 

translatable impression of the character’s reactions and persona rather than pinpoint 

physical accuracy. Many times, as often occurred when reading submissions for the 

American Literary Review, I’d peruse fiction in which the author relied on knee-jerk 

pathos (i.e. divorce, drug use, illness, addiction) as a shortcut to generate depth and 

sympathy for a character without exploring the totality of these things beyond their 

immediate and literal associations. I suppose I can liken my goals best to a record 

player: the stylus interprets dips and grooves into a coherent reproduction of sound. 

Likewise a reader, a “psychological stereo,” is able to decipher and experience emotion 

vicariously by digesting a narrative; the emotion behind the writer’s words is a 

translatable experience, rather than mere exposition. 

There were a few discoveries and rediscoveries around this time, however, that 

gave these aims a more definite shape. First was Loorie Moore. In an undergrad 

course, a professor handed out a copy of her story “How to be a Writer” from the 

collection Self-Help. It was merely an aside, an amusement for the students, but I 

immediately recognized the characteristics that drew me to July and Anderson years 

earlier, such as her narrative authority, a flimsy fourth wall, and her ability to use the 

borderline absurd to generate very acute and authentic emotional reactions. The 

handout, as they often are, was lost as the semester progressed, and I recently found it 

again by sheer accident when reading Self-Help on a whim. Coincidentally, I was 
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concurrently reading July’s first collection, No One Belongs Here More than You, which 

has been dubbed as Moore’s spiritual successor. Reading these two collections felt like 

participating in a clandestine a love affair, like I was going behind the backs of the 

(albeit masterful) work of Carver, Gardner and the other American minimalists I was 

more familiar with. Despite July’s collection being rather divisive among the literary 

community, I adored her stories regardless of their supposed flaws. It’s like loving 

someone even when you find their fashion sense questionable; your infatuation is larger 

than the details. Biased? Yes, unabashedly so. But both July and Moore are authors 

who love writing, and who strive earnestly to create a conversation with the reader. 

When I was losing my enthusiasm, they dusted it off and handed it back to me. Another 

later influence was Murakami’s “UFO in Kushiro” from his collection After the Quake, 

which I will discuss momentarily. As with most things in life, these inspirations were 

providence; they were authors I stumbled across when I needed their voices most. 

However, when paired with my early influences, there emerged a pattern to what I 

gravitated towards, enjoyed, and sought to emulate:  

1. Stories with an element of absurdity, or a single extraordinary detail sewn artfully 

into the background of an otherwise conventional situation. These elements often 

serve as a thematic metaphor or an emotional analog, allowing ideas to be 

explored more efficiently and discretely than in a more realistic, exposition-heavy 

narrative. 

2. Instructional/authoritative narrative voices. That is to say, first-person narratives 

in which the speaker attempts to address the reader directly, or have a 

conversation, rather than simply reiterating the details of the story. Along parallel 
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lines, I’ve also learned that, to my surprise, writers must often read their work 

publicly. However, the transition from text to speech isn’t always a graceful one, 

and as I’ve written I’ve become more sensitive about how my work sounds aloud, 

how my text is experienced, and how narratives can function as verbal 

monologues to be performed. 

A prime example of how this distillation affected my work is “Amateur,” which was 

work-shopped in my first semester as a rigid third-person narrative titled “It’s Still Just 

Pornography.” The original draft was constructed in a distant perspective, and the 

narrative meandered and fizzled. In emulating the confidence and voices of recent 

influences, and learning to trust my own impulses, the revision became a much more 

“chaotic” first-person. That isn’t to say it became stream-of-consciousness, though there 

are certainly elements of it, but, that I wanted to keep Elizabeth grounded in the 

immediate while allowing her to process relevant stimuli through her own filters of 

experience and free association, further characterizing her and hopefully relating to the 

reader more directly. This “controlled chaos” is equal parts July's tender awkwardness, 

Dennis Johnson’s drug addled narratives, and my own psychological hyperactivity.  A 

major influence in this shift was July’s story "Something That Needs Nothing,” in which 

two teenage girls, the narrator and Pip, move to Portland to start their lives anew. When 

the emotionally abusive Pip leaves with a coworker, the narrator’s raw emotion sends 

her into a downward spiral, during which she realizes that the only way she could have 

Pip is to become her, which means, of course, that the narrator couldn’t love her. It is a 

story that focuses heavily on emotional dependency and romantic self-destruction, and 

July’s talent for rendering something so simple so tragically, and creating a voice that 
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was so authentically injured, was extremely inspirational. Reading this story, my favorite 

in the collection, prompted me to revisit “Amateur,” using her work and voice as a loose 

reference point. Of course, my story, though similar in basic premise, is oriented more 

towards humor, and Elizabeth’s rejection is nowhere near as emotionally dense or 

draining. Soon after, I also revisited “She Would Be Literary,” which is probably the most 

rewritten and revised story in this collection. It is for this reason that I feel this story 

comes closest to hitting the mark in terms of my stylistic goals. It is by no means 

perfect, but after going through three completely different versions of the story, I finally 

managed to tease out the voice that was being drowned in my earlier drafts. 

Another way in which I tried to open the narrative was the liberal use of direct 

address and, of all things, lists. The use of direct address, the deliberate invocation or 

implication of “you” in a piece, is an easy way in which a narrative can take a 

conversational tone and create a reader-text dialogue. As such, most of my stories are 

littered with conversational commentary, rhetorical questions and exclamatory reactions 

outside of dialogue. This is a common feature in much of Moore’s work, and it’s used to 

great effect. Of all the stories in this collection, “Toxicology” perhaps does the most with 

this type of address, since Andrea immediately establishes the universal “you” and asks 

the reader, “do you know what social suicide is?”  

The use of lists as a device requires a little more explanation. I consider the 

inclusion of items such as lists to be a means of characterizing and creating a more 

complete sense of reality for the reader. An example of this is found in July’s “The 

Shared Patio,” in which a young woman, infatuated with her neighbor, intersperses her 

narrative with excerpts from her own submissions to a self-help column. Along similar 
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lines, since I had recently liberated my own internal voice, my list-making tendencies 

found their way into most of my work. Somehow, lists are always slightly absurd and 

humorous. You can take any subject, no matter how horrendous or heartbreaking, and 

by making it a list the topic suddenly becomes mundane, and the characters suddenly 

appear utilitarian, fussy even. Also, a list’s details, which are often short and choppy, 

allow writers to obliterate many grammatical conventions, and directly juxtapose 

contradictory elements in their most distilled form, creating instant irony. However, most 

important, the inclusion of lists creates a hairline fracture in the fourth wall, the barrier 

between the physical reader and psychological reality of the story. Including lists in their 

entirety gives the reader a physical item from the character’s world to puzzle over. In 

their hands, the sheet of paper is no longer the author’s, but something penned by the 

character they’re having a dialogue with. This is something I tried to take to the next 

logical step with “How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism,” in which I 

tried to tell a story by replicating a correspondence course.  

 The use of these elements to invoke an emotional response is also part of my 

larger goal of prioritizing the “emotional reality” of a piece. Many of my influences 

discussed so far have produced extremely immersive work through their ability to take a 

very specific, and often absurd, situation and make the emotional reaction more 

universal. In Murakami’s “UFO in Kushiro,” for example, the UFO sightings serve as a 

metaphorical background to the unexpected end of a “salary man’s” romance and his 

subsequent struggle with emotional distance. Consequently, another feature I began 

working with regularly is the inclusion of a single bizarre detail operating in the 

background of the story in order to anchor the character’s emotional state to something 
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concrete and translatable. In “Amateur,” it is Elizabeth’s unexpected discovery of 

pornography in the pristine environment of the library, allowing her to move forward in 

her ambition for Kari. In “She Would Be Literary,” it was a public groping that opened 

Natalie’s emotional can of worms, with unexpected results. In “Toxicology,” this element 

is the shadow Andrea sees outside her windows at night. "Toxicology" took this idea as 

far as I could without crossing into magical realism. One of the greatest disappointments 

of reading Murakami's novel Dance, Dance, Dance was that the pitch black "other 

world" on the thirteenth floor, as well as its unearthly resident, were exposed and 

dissected very early in the book. Not only did Murakami's literal treatment of these 

elements ruin the suspense, but it took away from the emotional impact of the events as 

an intangible metaphor. In “Toxicology,” I steadfastly resisted the urge to provide an 

explanation, or to push the situation into the “supernatural”; to the end, the shadow 

could have been any number of individuals or things, heightening (I hope) the reader’s 

emotional response to it in the context of Andrea’s loneliness.  

Another way in which I aimed for "emotional accuracy" was by sticking very 

closely to "what I know" (a dubious assessment by any stretch). I have no experience 

with marriage, or careers, or other facts of a more mature world than the one I 

participate in. I fear I would merely parrot what I’ve read about these situations, rather 

than talk with authority or offer a unique take on the meaning of these latter-life events 

beyond “careers stifle” and “marriage rarely end, or begin, happily.” Instead, I tend to 

focus on aimless young adults, and try to give them more depth than the trite drama 

they’re typically associated with. I feel that this is a trend among the college set 

because, on the achievements of past generations, we are told that we are special, 
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unique, and that we can do anything if we set our minds to it. Rubbish. Most people who 

buy this philosophy become entitled brats. People that don’t usually realize that, in the 

end, they aren’t very special, or unique, and, being able to do anything, end up doing 

nothing for fear of doing the wrong thing. Of course, there are the rocket kids with 

limitless passion and drive, who become successes in art, music and literature when 

they’re teenagers, but we have memoirs and book jackets for that. A wiser person than 

myself once said that the only difference between schoolyard “puppy love” and adult 

romance is experience. Everything I’ve included in this collection is "real" in this sense; 

the actors are just novices. Along similar lines, I prefer to focus on codependency and 

imbalanced friendships because I feel that there is more liberty in creating imaginative 

acts of betrayal and self-destructive behavior. Toxic relationships can also stand out in 

sharper relief than romantic disillusion since love is inherently an act of compromise, 

and imbalance is usually an unspoken, assumed consequence.   

All of the goals and abstract preferences discussed thus far came to a logical 

head with my most recent piece: the conceptual “How You Can Ruin Friendships 

Through Electromagnetism.” The most direct influence in this piece was Moore’s short 

story, “How to Be an Other Woman,” in which she utilizes a second-person narrative to 

describe an affair between a married man and young secretary. Inspired by Moore's role 

as an instructor rather than a narrator, I wondered about taking the next step, and using 

the second-person to convey the voice of a literal instructor. There is also a bit of dry 

humor and cynicism in the voice of “How to be the Other Woman,” which I hoped to 

channel for this piece. Unfortunately, while “Electromagnetism” is my favorite story in 

concept, I also fear that the execution is somewhat underwhelming. Somehow, these 
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things always seem to correlate. Part of the problem is that "Electromagnetism" was the 

first story of its kind that I’ve attempted, not only in voice, but also in perspective and 

form. I’ve never tried my hand at second-person, nor have I so deliberately invoked an 

instructional voice and commanded the reader so directly. I fear that my inexperience 

resulted in an imbalance in the instructional and narrative elements. For example, the 

first and last section of the piece are on the right track tonally (balancing irony and 

pathos, as well as instruction and narrative pacing), but the middle section veers off 

when the narrative and dialogue overtakes the form, creating a disjointed flow in which 

the reader is snapped in and out of instruction. However, all is not lost: I feel that the 

format of the story, which can be reproduced as an actual stack of documents (including 

even the “pink sheet”), as well as the relentless direct address and commanding voice, 

goes a long way in obliterating the wall between the reader and the story, and I hope to 

rewrite this piece in the near future. An "A" for effort, at least.  

One of my greatest writing weaknesses, besides “earning” and penning the 

perfect ending, is that I find it difficult to articulate my writing when asked. I stall with the 

question “you mean what happens, or what it’s about.” I then have three seconds to 

prepare an answer, and a fifty-percent chance the person will opt for the first choice. 

Professors, peers and editors, however, are rarely tricked by this. I struggle, stumble 

and feel my composure and articulation strip away. It's reminiscent of a cop pulling up to 

harass you when stumbling home from fifty-cent wells night. You’re caught off guard 

and don’t have time to regain composure, to look and sound confident. "Yes sir," I want 

to say to the officer/editor, "I know exactly where I'm going." But I can't: I’m not a writer, 
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but a hack. I cannot sell my writing this way. Perhaps, then, this is a good time to talk 

about themes and the collection as a whole. 

 Thematically and structurally, my writing became much more disjointed after 

reading Dennis Johnson’s Jesus’ Son. The chapters of Johnson’s collection, most of 

which function as stand-alone stories, had an enormous effect on what I deemed 

important in my writing, and influenced the general tone of the stories found within this 

collection. While my lighter pieces, such as “She Would Be Literary” and “The Shaggy 

Man,” have a tone of melancholy positivism similar to July and Moore’s collections, my 

heavier pieces, such as “Toxicology” and “Electromagnetism,” are equal parts 

existential theater and Johnson. Strangely, (and you’ll have to forgive me for being at a 

loss to explain my logic behind this) the stories in Jesus’ Son reminded me somewhat of 

Flannery O’Connor’s famous “epiphany” stories. The difference, of course, being that 

while both authors lead protagonists towards a moment of clarity (or, conversely, a 

realization that they missed the opportunity to change), Johnson opts for less literal, 

less direct revelations offering much less closure. This style creates a sense of 

aimlessness and uncertainty that coincides perfectly with the life and themes 

surrounding the ubiquitous “FH.”  

Similarly, the basic theme of this collection is "the inability to adapt." The 

characters in these stories are unhappy because they seek stability and permanence, or 

are hopelessly adrift, and they cannot adapt when they inevitably need to. There are 

also several sub-themes shared by these stories that tie them together more tightly: 

loneliness, dependency, isolation and a desire for validation. In "Amateur," for example, 

Elizabeth is obsessed with the possibility of a relationship with Kari despite her feelings 
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being clearly unreciprocated. In "Pins," Melissa is preoccupied with security and stability 

despite the obvious and immediate consequences of stagnation. In "She Would Be 

Literary," Natalie Ferrousi is implicitly unable to move forward with her life; her closest 

friend is an unresponsive teenage hangover, and she still questions the emotional 

shutdown of an ex-boyfriend months earlier. The situation comes to a head when she 

fixates on a groper, through which she hopes to find emotional and sexual validation. In 

"How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism," I fictionalize my own 

experience of remaining in a poisonous friendship as a result of nostalgia, 

shortsightedness and personal delusion. As a collection, I feel that this thematic unity 

makes the works cohesive. It is also the source of the collection’s title: "The List." Not 

only does the title reference my own compulsion for list making (I currently have over 

fifteen), but most of the protagonists in this collection also make lists and keep journals. 

This is thematically appropriate because list making is typically associated with self-help 

and self-improvement, making it a tongue-in-cheek reference to the protagonists’ 

inability to learn from patterns or adapt obviously self-destructive behavior.  

 There are three possible explanations I can give for the tone and themes of my 

work, all true to some degree: 

1. The first explanation casts me as “the observant author.” It is a thoughtful 

anecdote, a clean answer. I serve as a confidant to my friends, a social therapist 

for twenty-something social dynamics and romance. As such, these themes are 

manifestations of my observations, and the recurrent patterns and poor choices 

made by young adults seeking a niche and emotional approval. 
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2. In the second explanation, I play the soul-searching artist, someone who 

grapples with real problems and experiences them first-hand. Each story in this 

collection was written during or immediately after a volcanic breakup or falling-

out, prompting me to explore codependency and mutual self-destruction between 

friends and lovers. I could say that it’s an attempt to neuter the anxiety about 

whatever happened next, allowing me to say “really, it’s quite silly when you get 

some distance on it.”  

3. In the third explanation, I look like a cynical ass. Consequently, this is the most 

likely answer. It is possible that I would have tackled these themes regardless of 

what was happening in my life. There is an element of old-fashioned, teenage 

cynicism in this explanation; a hangover from my fandom of Sartre’s “No Exit,” 

which climaxes with Garcin’s exclamation that “hell is––other people” (Sartre, 

47). Sensitive women seeking #1, and damaged poets seeking #2, will close the 

thesis in disappointment, and my chances at true love will be ruined forever. The 

tragedy in my work would become genuine only too late.   

However, tonal and thematic consistency in these stories isn’t the result of 

conscious, deliberate choice. Quite the opposite, actually: I never plan my stories 

ahead, and I never start writing with an idea of what I want to accomplish. Instead, I let 

the story grow organically, under its own momentum, by looking for subtexts and 

unintentional associations that I missed while drafting, and exploit them (yes, that’s what 

I feel like I’m doing) to develop themes in the subsequent rewrite. Early drafts of “Pins,” 

for example, featured the character Thomas Thatcher, who diluted the themes I angled 

for by making it seem Melissa was dealing with a string of disappointing friendships 
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rather than her ability to move forward in life. In the third version of the story, I 

attempted to correct this by excluding Thomas altogether and allowing Naomi to take 

his place. Not only did narrowing the cast make logistical sense in a story this length, 

but it also created a stronger, less incidental relationship between Melissa and Naomi 

which allowed me to explore their life choices more clearly since they served as more 

direct foils of one another. "Amateur” went through even more dramatic changes as I 

rewrote and developed it. Originally, the story began as a platonic friendship in which 

Elizabeth simply vied for attention from an unsympathetic friend, and, like a child acting 

out, resorted to stealing pornography from work. As I continued tweaking the draft, 

however, I noticed details and word choices that indicated a romantic interest instead. 

Rather than adjust it, I chose to run with these cues and start drawing more out of their 

relationship and, consequently, more from the story that I was missing. As a result, 

Elizabeth’s offer of a towel became indivisible from the implication and necessity of 

nudity, and the pornography, while still an element of humor, served as a stark contrast 

highlighting Elizabeth’s romantic anxiety and inexperience. Similarly, the title change to 

"Amateur" still related to the inclusion of homemade pornography, albeit more artfully, 

and served a second function by implicating Elizabeth as the "amateur," someone who 

lacked life experience both professionally and romantically. She is a novice in her 

infatuation, and the title’s double-entendre ties her to the pornography itself, 

underscoring the erotic component of her fascination.  The story "She Would Be 

Literary" is a perfect example of this process since it is a third draft and stand-alone 

precursor to an earlier story, "Crosswalk in Seconds." In “Crosswalk,” Natalie’s 

childhood blanket, which Daniel never returned, served as an object of fixation, a 
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ridiculous and harmless substitute onto which Natalie could project the actual difficulties 

in her life. In "She Would Be Literary," however, Natalie's post-relationship insecurity is 

sharpened, and the emotional effect made more immediate, by having her seek 

“validation” through unsettling (and ultimately impossible) means rather than 

“reclamation” acted out through literal theft. 

  I can’t recall where I learned this technique, but in the past year I've started 

using color-coded files for “works-in-progress.” The author who originally developed this 

system divided her drafts into categories based on her emotional state when writing, 

ensuring that she would approach drafts in the correct frame of mind later. My system, 

by comparison, is more bi-polar and consists of only two files: blue and black. Lighter 

material (i.e. "She Would Be Literary" and "Shaggy Man") is found in the blue file. 

Heavier material ("Toxicology" and "Electromagnetism") is found in the black file. Both 

“Toxicology" and "Electromagnetism,” oddly enough, started in the blue file. However, 

because these stories are the most recent additions, their voices are still suffering from 

the weight and bloat of their subject matter, and I feel that there are inconsistencies in 

tone that I hope to resolve before pushing either for publication. It should be obvious by 

now that I am an extremely empathetic person when it comes to my writing: how I'm 

feeling directly affects my work. Hence the color system. Ironic that I chose colors 

associated with bruising.  

To this point, I don’t feel that my stylistic goals have been fully realized, but I 

don’t doubt that I now have a solid roadmap. After all, I’ve only just started. Through the 

stories in this collection, I have tried to find confidence in my stylistic impulses, which 

had been confined to the hyperactive ramblings of journals and sketchbooks written, 
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inexplicably, in the second-person. Perhaps I have a tendency to reprimand myself. 

However, I’m not berating or condemning the characters I create, but sympathizing with 

the disappointing and underwhelming realities of adulthood, and the bizarre ways 

people reach out for one another when they don’t know what else to do. We’re learning 

together that relationships are more tragic than we know, and more ridiculous than we’d 

like. I hope that, by making my writing sharper and more experiential, other readers can 

join this private conversation. Likewise, it doesn’t take a psychoanalyst to see that my 

occupational characterization is rooted in my own anxiety towards post-graduate life. It 

is an attempt to nullify the threat of an uncertain future by convincing myself that walking 

dogs isn’t all that bad, and that my childhood desire to be a scientist isn’t all it’s cracked 

up to be. It is a personal lesson that life moves forward, regardless of whether or not 

you want it to. 
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 Amateur 

 

 It was six in the morning, but I was already up, sweeping the laminate floors in 

my efficiency. Our efficiency. My lease was up in a week, and basic cleaning was just 

item one on my list. Two and three were deep-cleaning the bathroom and washing the 

cigarette smell off the walls. Kari didn’t really approve of smoking inside anyway. 

Really, I was also up because Kari would be home any moment from her night 

rotation, and I wanted to see her before running off to work. She was 26, in her third 

year of medical school, and had begun "shadowing" (medical lingo) several nights a 

week in the trauma unit at the county hospital. A month before, she'd had a volcanic 

breakup with her live-in girlfriend, Shannon. Even though Kari fronted their rent for 

months, Shannon kept their apartment, and their friends, and Kari got the olive loveseat 

in my efficiency. Kari was hardly fazed by it, though. "It serves me right for getting in so 

deep," she'd joke. Kari was impulsive, and never planned; she simply "did" or "didn't." 

Maybe that kind of personality is good for the ER, though. Good for making snap 

decisions. Kari was everything I wasn't: lovely, charming, overflowing with personality. 

She could have any man or woman she wanted, and usually did.  

I, on the other hand, was barely 21, and had just dropped out. Not medical 

school. I was studying cultural anthropology. It was only my second year, but it just 

wasn't my scene, and “they” just weren't my people. Instead, I was working at the city 

library where I was a "scanner." The district was cataloging and digitizing the archive 

videotapes so that kids could see what pyramid schemes were like in the nineties, and 

homeless men could masturbate to a younger, firmer Nicole Kidman. They don't tell you 
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this, but over seventy-percent of a library's internet use in the first hour of operation is 

pornography. It's true: they have statistics. 

I knew Kari through a friend of a friend, as things usually go, and I was a satellite 

in her life, occasionally crossing her line of sight before shooting off around the backside 

of Jupiter again. I wasn't really liked by her friends, nor did they really have any reason 

to dislike me. I was just there, drinking their vodka, laughing at their jokes, and 

answering the occasional question. Kari, though, had gravity. She kept me in orbit. She 

was the one always drumming people up to go out, she was the one who always 

distributed her affection evenly, and she was also the one who usually had to be carried 

home at the end of the night.  

 Kari Gilespi, sleeping on my sofa.  

 I had to say it out loud to myself, every once in a while. Especially when I smelled 

her shampoo on the throw pillows, or found her hair in the shower. It was an exchange 

between the tub and the living room, a treaty of shared space. A contract. A week ago 

she even suggested that we stick together and get a bigger apartment when my lease 

was up. Of course, I would insist on buying a vinyl shower curtain next time; none of 

that linen stuff that Kari would want. Vinyl was cheaper. And transparent.  

 "Who knows," she said. "It might be good for you to hang around me. You’ll get 

more tail." That was Kari. After Shannon, though, she mostly hung out with med 

students. That must have been the "tail" she was talking about. I'm sure they'd love 

hooking up with a dropout. I was a thief, too. Seriously, I had a record. I got caught 

shoplifting a pair of cheap leather gloves when I was 15. I had to take a course because 

of it, and I even got a “First Offenders Program” certificate. I never bothered stealing 
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from retail again. Just from work, when it had something to offer. I wasn’t someone 

Kari’s medical entourage would find very appealing.  

 I packed most of my things into liquor boxes I kept from my last job. The only 

things left out were the loveseat, an old monaural television, and a few dishes in the 

cabinet. I made a habit in the last few days of sleeping in the living room with Kari.   

 My cat, Sir Don Juan Carlos, was watching me clean. I wonder if he understood 

what was going on, watching the way I busied myself. Of course, he was neutered, so 

he didn't know anything. His thoughts stopped at cornering spiders, canned tuna, and 

maintaining his dent in the corner cushion.  

 I knew all of this was probably a bad idea, moving in with a woman I adored 

under the guise of financial responsibility, but I didn't care. I wanted to do something 

impulsive, something thrilling, something romantic. I was what friends called a "serial 

monogamist," which translated into over-thinking and missed opportunities. But I 

wanted, for once, to have Kari's unshakable confidence in things going her way. For the 

meantime, I was willing to suffer silently under her dark-eyed sex appeal.  

 Or, perhaps “serial monogamist” just meant I was masochistic.  

I cleaned for another thirty minutes, and then changed into my favorite jacket and 

black jeans. It was the same jacket I wore all the time, actually. It used to have an 

anarchy patch on the left sleeve, a hangover from high school.  

It was the same jacket I had worn the first time we met. Kari had stopped by my 

apartment with a few people I knew. "Pre-gaming," to be exact. The moment I saw her, I 

wanted her. Completely. I've had friends who've talked about this in terms of their 

stomach, or head: "I felt it in the pit of my stomach," or "I felt woozy, drunk." But these 



 

 
 

26 

are exactly the wrong parts of the body to describe what I felt. I didn't know what to do, 

so I just sat as close to her as I could, awkward, red and mute. Kari saw the lists stuck 

all over my fridge, then pointed at my patch and laughed.  

“That's strange;” she said, “I didn't think anarchists made so many lists."  

All I could do was nod in agreement.  

“I guess not,” I said, trying to smile. 

I'm glad she had thought I was being ironic, but I sliced the patch off before I saw 

her again. There were still loose threads sticking out of the sleeve, outlining where it 

was.  

My hair was still growing out from when I dyed it bright red, so I pulled a gray 

beanie on. Kari seemed to like blondes. Shannon was a blonde. I wondered how 

pathetically obvious it would be if I bleached my hair. I couldn't make up my mind to do 

it, though, so I decided to hide my neon-and-brown hair for the time being. It was the 

dead of winter, after all.  

Loose threads and thousands of roots: the tender tentacles of Kari's presence. 

 Sir Don Juan stretched and perked up, meaning that Kari was probably outside 

the door, so I opened it before she even got her keys out. The door stuck sometimes, so 

I opened it harder than I intended. 

 "Jesus, you scared me," she said. "What the hell are you doing up so early?" 

 I'd been up almost every time she came in, but she still acted surprised. "People 

like me" didn't get up early, I guess. Her thick winter jeans clung to her calves and 

thighs, exaggerating every dip and muscle. The sun wasn't up, but city lights still made 

the heavy clouds overhead glow ominously. I shut the door against the cold.  
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 Kari sat down next to Sir Don Juan. She had two Styrofoam cups with her, as 

usual. They smelled like cinnamon. Kari took a deep breath and looked around at the 

liquor boxes that I packed while she was at work. 

 "It feels like Christmas at the Betty Ford Clinic," she said with a half-smile.  

 I asked her how the hospital was that night.  

“Oh, god. You have no idea,” she said, uncapping her cup. “So, this man comes, 

completely covered in blood. I mean blood was everywhere; all over his shirt and 

pants." She spread her arms down and out like she was soaking in it. "He has a wad of 

duct tape wrapped around his neck, and there's a metal pen sticking out of it. Anyway, it 

turns out the guy had some allergic reaction to peanuts or something. His tongue 

swelled up, and his throat closed.” She clenched her fist in front of her throat for 

emphasis.  

I was nodding the entire time. 

"How did you know?" I asked, impressed that she could have diagnosed it so 

quickly. 

"How? He fucking wrote it down! As if nothing had happened!"  

“Oh, so who gave him the trach, then?” Another bit of "hospital lingo."  

“No one! The guy gave it to himself. He used to be a lifeguard or something. He 

drove there with that damn thing sticking out of his neck. He probably drove did the 

speed limit too.” She took another slug of coffee. 

“That’s crazy.” 

“What about you, Lizzy? How was work yesterday?” She asked, touching my 

knee. 
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“It was nothing, really. You know, just tapes and forms. Boring stuff. Probably 

more of it today.”  

  I never had anything to contribute compared to Kari's stories. Besides, I hadn't 

been working there for very long. It wasn't commission, and I only had a job as long as 

there were un-scanned tapes in the vault. Not something that lights a fire under your 

ass. It was mindless work, too: load a tape, fast-forward, write down the program, the 

date, note important actors/ directors, rewind, hand it to the digitizing staff, and repeat. 

Repeat. Repeat. My coworker, Arthur, was nothing to hold your attention either. I found 

out, though, that I could fill in the forms quickly by copying TV guides from the library's 

old newspapers. That way, I never had to watch any of the tapes unless it was 

something I wanted to see. I actually had whole "movie days" when I got far enough 

ahead.  

 When she realized I had nothing else to say, Kari started talking about Rachel, 

one of the girls on her rotation. But I didn't feel threatened. Envious, yes, but hospital 

romances were never serious. She had a new one every couple of weeks. Given time, 

though, I could become what Kari wanted. I had a list for that, too. It was over a page 

long, and included things like “stop smoking indoors,” “improve conversation skills,” 

“learn hospital lingo,” and “get over your fear of sex.” That last one was a little more 

complicated. I’ll come back to it later.  

 

 Two hours later, Kari was asleep next to Sir Don Juan, and I was sprinting 

through the city library, past rows of inspirational posters behind plastic mounts: Just 

Read, Open the Door to Your Imagination, etc. The archive was in the rear of the first 
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floor basement, a windowless vault, nothing like the open, glass hallways of the district 

library above. A literary terrarium. A Literarium.  

  The "scanning room" had three kiosks, each containing a VCR, a reel-to-reel, 

and a small television, which were arranged in a row beside the archive door. Arthur 

was sitting in the center booth, as usual. He worked on the project since it started two 

years earlier, which gave him seniority, as well as the option of scanning or copying 

tapes using the duplication racks in the office. Not something I’d consider a privilege.  

 My favorite kiosk was the one closest to the corner. I spent the first few hours 

filling out forms verbatim from the TV Guide, enough to give me the next two days off, 

and popped in a tape. I could probably finish the heavily edited broadcast of 9 ½ Weeks 

before lunch. When I pressed rewind, though, nothing happened. I pressed play, then 

fast-forward. The tape deck began grinding, clicked a few times, and froze. Shit.  

 I spent the next thirty minutes coaxing the tape out of the machine with a 

ballpoint pen. All I could think of was Kari strolling down ivory halls, using the same pen 

to fill out prescriptions for cancer patients, or to perform a tracheotomy. And there I was 

battling a VCR. 

 Eventually the deck relinquished the tape, and I looked over the divider, 

exhausted but victorious. Arthur sat motionless on his side, fleshy eyes fixed to the 

monitor in front of him. He was probably searching for the reason he got fat, got old, and 

got stuck working with some wiry burnout half his age. Or maybe he just didn't care, and 

however he got there, he'd be the best damn scanner ever. He was small, barrel-

shaped, and would have looked as grave as he acted if he didn't have a perfectly 

manicured mustache. He must have spent hours on it: the thing looked like the 
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meticulously trimmed bonsai that Kari kept when she was in her meditation phase. Zen 

or something.  

 I asked Arthur if I could use his deck to rewind the tape, and showed him the 

scarred cassette as proof. He was glistening like a seal, despite the cold. He looked up 

at my jacket, the broken stitches on the left arm, and the Bush Tetras shirt.  

 “I see you’re dressed to kill again. I would have thought you’ve stopped trying to 

embarrass your parents by now.” 

 “Shut up, Arthur. Can I use your deck or not?” 

"No, I’m in the middle of something. I’m using that one too because you were 

late,” he said, pointing to the empty kiosk on his left before wiping his eyebrows with a 

yellow handkerchief. Was it yellow or just old?  

I didn't have the patience to spar with him. 

“Why don’t you just use the old TV guides to fill it in?" I suggested. "Then I can 

use the deck. What do you say?” 

“Why would I do that? We wouldn’t be here if it was that simple.” 

“No, I guess not.”  

“You haven’t been doing that, have you?” 

“No, of course not. God.” 

For Arthur, it was the principle of the thing. 

I got up, and hung a left to the duplication racks in the office, and its flickering 

floor to ceiling monoliths, leaving Arthur hunched and sweating over his forms. When I 

got there, though, the decks were already buzzing as they transferred a tape from a 

video camera to several VCRs.  
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Fan-fucking-tastic.  

I waited for a few minutes. I had time to kill, after all. I didn't recognize the video 

camera: it wasn't one of ours. 

I decided to see what was so damn important, what was clogging the machines 

and cutting into my movie time, so I stood on my toes and clicked on the TV directly in 

above of me. There was a warm purr as the screen warmed up, and then... 

And then...? 

It’s hard to describe what I saw at first. Or, what I thought I saw at first. I’d never 

actually seen hardcore pornography before. Although, maybe it was that soft-core stuff 

they used to have on late-night cable.  You know, backs, butts, tits, but mostly hands, 

faces and lips. But I waited a few seconds, transfixed. No, it was definitely hardcore.  

I continued watching with the volume turned down. Of all things, one of my first 

thoughts were how this tape would be categorized. Pathetic, right? 

For sitcoms we have SIT. 

For documentaries we have EDU.  

Would porn be instructional? PRN? I knew it had to be three letters because all 

the other categories were three letters. Also, notable actors? No one I recognized. Not 

that I would have. The woman looked a little like Kari, but her hair was too long, too 

crimped, and her body was somehow baggier. Then again, every woman reminded me 

something of Kari, or what Kari wasn’t by comparison. 

Actually, truth be told, I'd never had sex before. Not with anyone. This wasn't 

something I told freely. I don't even think Kari knew, really. She knew I didn't have many 

girlfriends, but unlike her I wasn't big on giving details. In fact, "fear of sex" remained 
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one of the biggest obstacles on my list. I don't know why I avoided it for so long. It just 

never got that far. I had a boyfriend once, back in high school. He was a virgin too. We 

came close, but it was dark, and he finished before we even started. I probably wouldn't 

have enjoyed myself anyway, pain aside, since a few weeks later I realized I wasn't 

even attracted to men in the first place. I'd already made up my mind, though, that Kari 

would be my first. The way I saw it, starting with someone like her would be making up 

for lost time. But how would I even start? I didn’t even know what I liked. 

Pornographic distribution wasn’t covered in our training, or any part of what we 

did at the library, so I knew straight away that someone was abusing their privileges. 

Our supervisor was an older woman in her sixties, so I assumed it was Arthur. I would 

have thought I'd be sickened by it, on principle if nothing else, but I wasn't. In fact, it 

actually elevated Arthur a little. He was stealing from work, using tapes at the very least, 

not to mention hijacking the equipment. Maybe there was something to him after all. 

Aside from being an amateur pornographer.  

When I got back to my desk Arthur looked at me accusingly. 

“What were you doing? Were you in the office?” 

“Jesus, nothing,” I said, waving a pen at him, “Just getting something to write 

with.” 

I sat down with the tape, and angled my monitor even further to the side, so there 

was no chance of anyone seeing it. I opened my notebook to a blank page and dated a 

new list. I knew what I would do. As long as the back decks had smut, I would study.  
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Our move the following week was surprisingly painless. Once we started living 

together, I started going along with Kari when she saw her friends. I was right about 

most of them being medical students, but they weren't too bad. Most of them were 

noticeably older than me, so I got to be the young one, the fresh blood. Sometimes they 

even called for me specifically, wanting to know when I was free, or if I'd meet them 

downtown. I was finally integrated into Kari's world. She even stopped coming home 

with stories of trysts at the hospital. She said it was because things were getting too 

serious, and that the people on her new rotation were less accommodating. But I knew 

better.  

Things were going my way. 

Kari even started sleeping in my bed occasionally. That started when we 

stumbled home one night, after seeing her (our) friends for a few drinks and a variety of 

muscle tranquilizers. The medical crowd was stiff, but it had perks. We stumbled into my 

bedroom and curled up in a nest of sheets and pillows. We stayed up for another hour. 

She heard something in the living room, probably Sir Don Juan, and asked me if I 

believed in ghosts. I laughed at her, but she had already passed out. After that, Kari felt 

comfortable sleeping there whenever she felt like it. I “accidentally” fell asleep with my 

arm around her a few times, which she never seemed to mind.  

Of course, all the while I kept studying at the library. The racks were only used 

for pornography once or twice a week, so I had to check periodically for new batches. 

Arthur never seemed to suspect anything, as far as I knew, and I always replaced them 

when I was finished. Most of the tapes were typical fare, what I’d expect. “Man-on-

woman,” that is. They were still useful, though: the hand motions, the tongue, the 
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hooked "pliers" you make with your thumb and fingers. These things aren’t really gender 

specific. Occasionally, though, there were tapes of just women. Men seem to like that. 

“Woman-on-woman” I mean. I paid closer attention to these. All through it, I kept taking 

notes, drawing and making lists. At home I would practice on myself, in the shower, in 

bed when Kari wasn't sleeping there. And a few times when she was. I would even 

press my palms together and use my tongue, pretending they were her.  

Self-confidence was filling my skin, tangibly, making me conscious of its 

firmness. I was broadcasting it. People treated me differently. Kari's friends got closer, 

more interested. In fact, I even started getting along with Arthur at work. It was a 

strange reversal of the "anonymous patron": he was my ignorant benefactor, always 

sweating, always worried what would happen should his scrawny coworker, or anyone 

else, ever checked the decks, and forever ignorant of the education he was providing.  

Everything was perfect. 

Among this bliss, though, amid my late but tender budding (advanced placement 

virginity), there was one incident that stood out. One evening I brought a tape home 

from work. Not a porno, mind you, no matter how much I would have wanted to. Just 

one of the regular movies. A broadcast of Night of the Living Dead. I just tucked it in my 

bag before leaving. I used to do it all the time, actually, before I started my "studies." 

The library had no way of tracking these things anyway since they weren't catalogued 

yet. When the graveyard scene was almost over, Kari came in. She'd been sleeping all 

afternoon from working the night before.  

"Oh, I didn't know we had this one," she noted, innocently. 

"We don't," I answered, "I took it from work." 
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Her eyes widened. 

 “You what? Why?” 

 “Why not?” 

 “You can be fired for this," she said loudly, bolting her finger at the VCR. Her 

stance was exaggerated, funny actually, like she was commanding a battalion, but her 

voice was dead serious. I shrank inside my jacket slightly. Kari had never raised her 

voice before. Well, she had, but never at me. And of all things, about this? 

 “So?” I posited. I was baffled, like when a parent calls you on some previously 

unknown transgression. Like eating after petting a dog, or standing above the water 

when you pee at the beach. It might as well have been the porn.  

 “Jesus," she explained, folding her arms, "do you do this at all your jobs?” 

 “Relax, Kari. It’s no worse than stealing tape or notebooks. You can’t tell me that 

in all your little forays at the hospital you never took a little something from the medicine 

cart?” 

 “We don’t use medicine carts in the ER. And fucking is not the same as stealing 

pills. If I got caught doing that on rotation, doing that at all, I’d lose everything. I couldn't 

graduate, I couldn't practice.”  

 “So you’re saying you never stole anything?” 

 “Not since high school. And especially not since I started in a hospital. God, no 

wonder you never keep a job.” 

 “I just thought…” 

 “No, you weren’t thinking at all! I’m not carrying you, and I'm not dealing with 

Shannon again. You need to sort your shit out!” 
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 I sat in silence for nearly a full minute while Kari paced beside the couch. I 

counted. At a minute and fifteen seconds I dug around in my pocket and lit a cigarette.  

 “You’re going to open a window, aren’t you?” she said, facing away. Her voice 

was lower, measured. 

 “Of course not, it’s freezing.” 

 “I’m not getting kicked out when the landlord discovers you’ve been lighting up 

inside.” 

 “You won’t… it’s just the one.” 

 Under its own momentum, the Kari of my imagination shifted slightly, a tiny peak 

on the Richter scale. The wild child of Saturday night had an alter ego, the wild abandon 

perhaps a socially viable cover for straight-laced responsibility. It was possible; she was 

older than me, more adult. Maybe she was trying to take her job more seriously. There 

are many sides to every person, after all. In fact, though shocked, part of me admired 

her sudden show of pragmatism. Perhaps, I thought, I needed to be a little more like 

her. No, the fight wasn't anything to worry about, I concluded as I smoked in silence: 

they say that people don't fight about what's really bothering them anyway.  

 "Liz," Kari said after a moment, sitting down.  

 "Yeah?" 

 "I'm sorry I flipped out on you. It's just been rough at the hospital lately. You're 

fine, really." 

 Somewhere deep inside I cheered myself with tickertape. I knew it.  

 "Do you need to talk?" I asked.  
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 "No. Not really." She unfolded her arms and fished another cigarette out of my 

pocket. 

 "Can I still watch the movie with you?" she asked. Her voice was soft, and 

directed towards the floor. It was strange, sometimes. Kari's moods, I mean. She could 

switch so quickly from parent to child.  

"Sure, but what about that?" I asked, pointing at the cigarette.  

She smiled, almost imperceptibly. The tiniest wrinkle dotting her temple. 

"It's just the one." 

Our first fight, I decided. That night, I added "be more responsible" to my list.  

Aside from that, things continued more or less as usual. I tried being more 

responsible at work. I only spent less time watching pornography, for example. And I 

didn't steal any more tapes from the vault. I wanted Kari to know she could depend on 

me. I even started looking for a second job, something I could keep doing after all the 

tapes were catalogued, after Arthur and I were excused with a pat on the back. 

Speaking of which I even started talking to him on our lunch breaks. He wasn't all that 

bad, actually, and he gave an unexpected face to amateur pornography. Deep inside, 

he was a beautiful sexual creature, just like me. Maybe he was like me, stifled and 

stunted by events beyond his control. He left unexpectedly that same week, though. He 

just stopped coming in, and our supervisor kept quiet about it. She asked me if I ever 

noticed anything suspicious, and I shook my head. I guess someone finally found out. 

 At home I still shared my bed with Kari. She stopped going out as much, and she 

never mentioned the hospital. Maybe she was ahead of me, I started thinking. Maybe 

she picked up on my wavelengths, the electricity of my fully charged skin, the glow of 
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my confidence, my aura of sexual self-awareness. Maybe, I thought, she was just 

waiting, disappointed, for me to make the first move. Or maybe it was something else.  

 Over the next few days I saw our friends without her. "I'm just tired," she'd say at 

the last minute. I'd offer to stay, but she'd tell me to go ahead, that she needed to study, 

or sleep. I didn't talk much when I went out, though; Together they were our friends, but 

alone they were just hers. Maybe it was Shannon. Shannon still called once in a while, 

and it always made Kari shut down like that. Either way, her absence was noticeable, 

something I could feel physically. I knew I had to have her then, at the very next 

opportunity and, perfect or not, I needed to take action. I could assert myself. It would 

be sexy. Commanding. Nervous virgins aren’t commanding. Nothing specific triggered 

my decision. Part of it was that the pornography left with Arthur, making me feel as 

though I'd somehow "graduated." The other part was as simple as my libido finally 

outweighing my hesitation, my patience. I'd finally learned the language of my body, 

after all, and it was prudent to listen. I'd gone over my notes, my diagrams, my 

emergency scenarios and "what-ifs," and that night, Kari was laying next to me, facing 

away.  

 My hand, through careful, innocuous adjustments, through shifting of pillows and 

sheets, through unimaginable patience, had found its way to her waist, and, with a deep 

breath, slid my arm around her stomach and pulled her close in a quick movement. It 

was cold, after all. I waited. I could feel my heart through my shirt. Kari had to have felt it 

against her back, and through my palm on her stomach. Suddenly I was horrified. What 

was I doing? I needed to wait, to see what she did. She did nothing. Then, sighed.  

 "Thanks," she said. 
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 I had been studying, sure, but I didn't do anything worth thanking yet. Thanks for 

what? 

 "Thanks for what?" I repeated, aloud. 

 "For just being around like this. Everything's been so messed up lately." 

 "Oh?" Perfect. A tender conversation. I could be the calming lover. I could 

comfort her, and then… 

 “God, I’m tired of girls right now,” she said, by way of an answer. 

 “What, you mean, people, like Shannon?” Was I coming on too strong? Was I 

being too obvious, or jumping the gun? 

 “No, I mean girls as in women.” 

 “You’re kidding. Do you remember your last boyfriend?” I asked, astonished. 

Kari's only dated one man the entire time I'd known her. 

 “Yeah, but that was different. He was a boy.” She squeezed my arm. 

 “You mean he was man?” 

 “No, I mean he was a child. I took care of him like his fucking mother or 

something.” 

 Even though I was freezing, I slid my arm loose from hers. Somehow, from deep 

inside of me, from below me, from somewhere beneath even my body and the mattress, 

I felt what was coming next. I felt it before I even knew it. I didn't want to talk. I felt like 

an intruder had just walked into the room, walked into our conversation, and if we just 

stayed quiet, played dead, he'd turn around and leave. But he wasn't going to. I could 

feel him standing in the dark, locking eyes with me. I had no choice but to ask his name. 

 “So, who’s this ‘man’ then?” 
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 “A doctor.” 

 The void released me. A hospital romance! She'd had those forever. It was 

nothing new, nothing to worry about, I thought. We weren't a couple yet, so naturally 

she'd still be on the market. Besides, it'd burn itself out. He probably had money, some 

brains, and enough vanity for both. I think I may have uttered that last part out loud, 

though, because the next thing she said was: 

 “No, not this one.” 

 “What do you mean?" I said, clenching the side of her shirt. It wasn't fair, I 

thought. It was my moment, our moment, and not only had this "doctor" already 

penetrated her, but he had penetrated my apartment and my bed. My space.  

 "He’s probably an old beast.” 

 “He’s only 32,” Kari responded, as if I hadn't snapped like a slighted child, as if I 

asked a somewhat reasonable question. 

 “What?”  

 “He’s 32. And he’s already talking about private practice.” 

 “I bet he is," I said, staring at the shadow of the blinds on the wall. I did this ever 

since I was a kid. Difficult conversation? Stare at something else, anything else.  

 "But..." 

 "But what?" 

 "He's married." 

 I clenched her shirt tight enough she could feel it. Absolute, utter devastation. 

Every pillar crushed to the foundation. I wasn't in the bed anymore. I was standing 

beside it, watching the two of us locked in silence.    
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 "Oh, right on," I said passively. Not as an exclamation, not with excitement, just 

as a word trailing the end of a shallow breath. This was probably the worst thing anyone 

in history has ever said in response to "he's married." But, really, what the hell do you 

say? Nothing. Or, "right on."  

 "What?" 

 "I just meant, I'm still listening." 

 "Oh, ok," Kari said, a little off-balanced. "I'm not really sure what to do about it. I 

mean, I really like him. How juvenile does that sound? And to think I ever gave you shit 

about stealing. Ironic, right?" 

 It made sense though. Kari's distance, her edginess. Of course, she hasn't talked 

about hospital flings: she'd been fucking a married man in the supply room. It had 

nothing to do with me. It never had anything to do with me. 

 "I just don't know what to do," she repeated to herself. 

 I stayed where I was. I wasn't thinking about anything. I couldn't. My other self 

was still standing beside the bed, shaking its head at me. "You dumb fuck," it seemed to 

be saying. I wondered if I could just stay cupped around her like that, forever, to curl 

and dry like a fire victim, or a mummy. I saw a special on them at work once- mummies' 

organs are removed before they're buried. Their hearts are cut out and their brains are 

pulled out through their noses. I felt like I was missing both of those. Perhaps that's why 

my ghost hovered next to the bed; it was the center of my thoughts, floating over a pile 

of sacred jars holding my expelled vitals. 

 It reminded me of a joke Arthur made the first day I came in wearing the slacks 

and blouse from the thrift store. I didn't fill them out at all, like a girl wearing her mother's 
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clothes, like I was in costume. I tried to wear it professional, but sexy, like women in the 

pornos, the "office" ones where the “boss” is spilling out of her ill-fashioned blouse. I 

was wearing a medium (the smallest they had), but I could button it all the way, and still 

had to use safety pins to pull out the slack. 

 Arthur was scanning a three-part broadcast of Ben Hur, the chariot races running 

impossibly fast on the monitor. He turned around and looked me head to toe, digesting 

me, it felt like.  

 "You remind of the queen of Egypt," he finally said, wrinkling his mustache. 

 "How so?" I asked, self-conscious, eager for a compliment. 

 "De-nial," he said smiling.  

 My ghost wandered around the outside of the bed, further. Was Kari still babbling 

about that doctor, it probably wondered. She moved for the first time, craning her neck 

to get a glimpse of me from behind. I could see the blonde down on her neck in the 

moonlight. She'd stopped talking. 

 "Thanks for everything," she said, pulling my arm back around. "I love you. You 

know that, right, Liz?" 

 She put her head back down. I was a mummy, so I didn’t say anything. 

 I never made love to Kari. I say “made love” because that’s what it would have 

been like. For me, anyway. After that I kept working at the library, and she kept seeing 

the doctor clandestinely. I listened to her, when she needed to talk, but I never touched 

her. We started arguing over stupid things. Roommate things. Like smoking and the cat. 

A few months later she moved out to split a place with her "private practitioner." I spoke 

to her occasionally, but we didn’t cross paths again until almost a year later. It was 
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winter again, so I wore my gray beanie. Kari was pushing food around on her plate, and 

I finally gave in and asked how things were with the doctor. She told me she was 

pregnant.  

 Pregnant! 

 I chose my words more carefully that time.  

 "Congratulations," was all I could dig up. 

 She asked me if I was seeing anyone. I said "Yes, actually." 

 "Congratulations," she returned.  

 I only saw her a few more times after that.  

 It was true, through. I had moved on to someone else. I met her at my new job. A 

video store, ironically. She and I only saw each other twice before we fucked. Yes, 

"fucked." When we were finished she curled up, wrapping herself around me and 

burying her face in my shoulder.  

 “God,” she said after a pause, “that was the best I had in a long time.” 

 Of course, I thought to myself, I was an expert after all.  

 But I still felt like I was standing next to the bed. 

 In the dark, her weight, her warmth could have been anyone. She was everyone, 

actually. Everyone else. Everyone that Kari wasn’t. 

 When I thought she was finally asleep, I whispered to myself. 

 “I love you, too.” 

 “Right on,” she said.   

 

 



 

 
 

44 

 Pins 

 

At twenty-eight, Melissa Campbell was already an “Assistant-Curator” at the 

Goddford Natural History Museum. "Assistant-Curator" was a bit of a misnomer since 

the natural science department currently had no "head" curator, but Melissa was in 

charge of the insect collections, and she was happy enough with that. She liked the 

work. It was straightforward, and unobtrusive. She had a niche, and the insects stayed 

right where they were, pinned firmly and labeled clearly.  

Melissa’s entire idea of science, a romantic science, was informed by the outfits 

and the “electromagnetism-can-solve-this” go-getter attitude of black-and-white science 

fiction films. She dressed the part too: Smart top, professional blouse, and black flats, 

all hidden under a worn and prestigious canvas smock. She liked her outfit, her 

costume. Melissa felt that she looked like an entomologist if nothing else. The only thing 

missing, she thought, was a pair of black-rimmed glasses. Unfortunately her eyesight 

was perfect, so she made do with old Wayfarers when she smoked outside the loading 

bay with Naomi Cheng. 

One morning, though, Melissa was tending to her exhibit earlier than usual. 

“Insects of the World” (she insisted she would have chosen a better name, but it was left 

to a vote) was little more than a three-walled pocket beside the museum gift shop, and it 

resembled an old world curio compared to the rest of the building’s practical, state-

funded aesthetic. Once in a while, patrons would actually stop on their way to purchase 

a rubber dinosaur, and gawk at her meticulously managed collection of insects. More 

often than not, they were captivated by the fist-size monsters on the left wall. The 



 

 
 

45 

smaller insects were usually ignored, so Melissa showcased them in the center 

spotlights. It was, as she said, “Equal Opportunity Entomology.”  

Bleary eyed, she stood under the halogen track lights that bleached the deep, 

antique cases. She ran her left hand aimlessly over the faux-wood paneling on the 

walls, and the dark green wallpaper she’d chosen to make the red velvet in the 

shadowboxes and cabinets “pop.” So much effort, she wondered to herself, and the 

museum directors were ready to scrap it without a second thought. Melissa’s right hand 

was in the front pocket of her smock, wrapped tightly around a smeared envelope from 

Thomas Thatcher at the Journal of Economic Entomology.  

Thomas was a friend, someone she'd met during an internship at the American 

Entomology Institute back in college. She and Thomas could have "been a thing," she 

often said, but she moved back for the museum, and he moved on to the Journal. The 

two of them stayed in touch, though. In her most recent letter she'd written about the 

museum's problems: the funding shortages, the attendance drop, and how there was 

even talk about “phasing out” her exhibit along with several others.  

She’d already read Thomas’ response several times. It was short: an expression 

of sympathy, sincere she felt, and an offer to come work for the Journal. Melissa was 

surprised by his offer, especially since her position wasn’t necessarily in jeopardy. She 

knew that museums never really closed, at least not like retail stores did. Instead, the 

talent and resources were distributed elsewhere: the usable debris was recycled and 

put into other projects. In fact, Melissa thought, it was like a gigantic gene pool in which 

the best parts were moved upward, to benefit stronger, more capable organisms, while 

weak links were bred out of existence. It was natural selection, and what Melissa feared 
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wasn’t unemployment, but that her niche was becoming an evolutionary dead end. But, 

she thought, wrinkling her nose, “economic entomology?” The very idea made her 

wince. Why Thomas found the subject interesting she couldn't imagine. The museum 

may not have been glamorous, but working for the Journal sounded like absolute 

punishment. 

When Melissa was seven, she made a list of the things she wanted to be. It read: 

1. Food Expert (She later corrected this as "Chef/Connoisseur"). Melissa enjoyed 

cooking shows on public television. She was always thin because of her 

pickiness, though she later told friends that she was simply "discerning." 

2. Horse Racer (“Jockey”). Melissa caught the end of a documentary on the 

Kentucky Derby, which aired instead of her cooking show that week. She rode 

her bike as fast as possible, and imagined that racing thoroughbreds would be 

even better. 

3. Giant Bug Scientist (“entomologist”). Melissa watched an old movie about a 

prehistoric praying mantis attacking Los Angeles, and she wanted to be the over-

looked scientist that saved the day. 

She kept the list pinned to her bulletin board for years, and never felt the need to 

add a fourth item. Even if she did, Melissa was damn sure it wouldn’t have been 

“Writing for The Journal of Economic Entomology.”  

 Naomi Cheng, Melissa's closest friend and co-worker, didn't share these 

concerns. Naomi was an exhibit modeler at the museum, and she had studied art at the 

same university as Melissa, where they even shared an apartment. In fact, Melissa was 

the one who’d pulled strings to get Naomi the modeling position in the first place. 
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Naomi, however, didn't have any particular attachment to the museum. "It's just a job," 

she reminded Melissa on several occasions. However, Naomi had talent that could go 

elsewhere, Melissa thought. She could simply tack "Exhibit Modeler" to her employment 

history and leap into the fray. 

Melissa paid no attention to the volunteers coming in to open the ticket booths, or 

the janitors taking their carts back to storage. Instead, Melissa pulled on her short bangs 

in the reflection of a display case. Again and again her hair popped back into the kinks 

she'd woken up with. Her eyes were still sunken and red from agonizing over the fate of 

the exhibit, the offer from Thomas, her list, and natural selection. 

“Do I look like I’ve been crying all night?” she asked her reflection.  

Melissa had been, of course, but it was more important that she looked 

professional for the meeting later that morning. It was going to be a big meeting, from 

what she understood, discussing major changes that were planned for the museum. 

The coming tide, she thought. Melissa knew she'd have to make her case in front of 

them. She hated talking about herself, though, and she hated being in the spotlight. She 

just wanted things to go back to normal, without her involvement. She just wanted to 

crawl back to her basement office and tend her exhibit.  

 As she fussed with her reflection, a Bengal tiger crept around the corner, jostling 

stiffly on a metal cart as it rode over the tile. Naomi appeared behind it, red from 

pushing. 

 “Look alive Melissa, the museum’s a dangerous place,” she said between deep 

breaths. Naomi still smelled strongly of the cigarettes she’d finished outside. Melissa 
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was pinching a clump of her hair when she turned around, caught somewhere between 

her thoughts and Naomi.  

 “Where are you taking that?” Melissa finally asked, letting her hand fall to her 

side. 

 “The directors want the taxidermy animals removed from the entrance," Naomi 

said, walking around to the front of the cart. "I don’t know exactly where we’re expected 

to put all this upholstery, though.” She patted the tiger on the head. 

 Melissa leaned in to speak, even though no one was within earshot. 

 “Does this have anything to do with the meeting?” she whispered. The hand in 

her pocket, still clutching the envelope, felt like it was sitting in warm water, and she met 

the cat’s eyes instead of Naomi’s. 

 “Probably. No telling. You’ve looked better though,” Naomi said, staring at 

Melissa’s hair. She propped herself against the tiger’s haunches, and looked at the 

antique cases. “If they close your exhibit, do you think you’ll take that offer?” 

 “The what?” Melissa asked absently. 

 “The Journal.”  

 “Damn it! Not so loud!" she whispered. “If they know I have another option they’ll 

drop me for sure. I don’t want to make it any easier for them.” She paused and looked 

back at the cat, at its toothy mouth, and unconvincing ferocity. “Besides, it’s just book 

critiques and forum management; reviews nobody sees about research nobody’s read.” 

“You're an optimist,” Naomi said smiling. Her grin was little exaggerated, just like 

the cat.  

“Stop smirking. This is serious.” 
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Naomi’s smile muted, but it was still there- a twitch at the edge of her lips. 

“Sorry, babe. But you need to be more aggressive," she instructed, hammering 

her fist. "You need to stand up for yourself at the meeting. It only gets worse when you 

just let things happen.” 

"You’re probably right. What about you though?" 

"Who cares," Naomi said. "It's just a job." 

Typical, Melissa thought. 

  A child was dragged past by a large woman wearing an Eiffel Tower sweatshirt.  

 “Don’t worry, they’re just bugs,” Melissa heard her say. 

“I know,” the child protested, “but it’s boring!” 

* 

 It was almost the end of Melissa's junior year at the university, and it was time for 

her to start thinking about the next step. The application for the American Entomology 

Institute, one of several post-graduate options, was spread out on her desk.  

The application was twelve pages long, but Melissa was only on page three and 

her eyes already ached. An amber ashtray, almost full, sat on an open windowsill, which 

didn’t help. 

Naomi slunk in from the kitchen carrying a mug of steaming water and a tea bag. 

She was still wearing her outfit from the night before: jeans and a paint-stained shirt. 

Her favorite. Naomi took a seat on the corner of the bed and began preparing her tea as 

she read over Melissa’s shoulder.  

“It’s not bad. Just show a little more enthusiasm.” 
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 Melissa didn't answer, but stared at the ceiling instead. Multicolored lights 

marched along the top corners of the wall. Laborious, neon ants, she decided.  

“What’re my goals? What can I contribute to the institute?” Melissa parroted as 

she stared at the ceiling. “All this bullshit I have to wade through. I hate writing about 

myself. Why can’t I just mail a resume and be done with it?” 

“It’s an application, not a lottery,” Naomi chided, dunking the teabag.  

“Besides, it’s a bug institute, right?” 

“Entomology center.” 

“Either way. Why don’t you just write about your first experience with insects or 

something and be done with it?” 

 The first time Melissa killed an insect it was for a school project. The victim was a 

moth the size of her palm, big enough for her to see every soft detail, every patch of 

fuzz and color as it shuddered and stared through the glass at her with giant, knowing 

eyes. She was overcome with guilt, buried it, and turned in a report instead.  

“No, that won’t do,” Melissa said distantly.  

“Come on, it can’t be as bad as all that,” Naomi said, reaching over Melissa to 

grab the application packet off the desk. “Let’s just be systematic about it. We’ll look at 

some of the examples, yes?” Naomi skimmed the prompt page as she sipped her tea. 

“Ok.” 

“So, first question: has studying insects changed you in any way whatsoever? 

Worldview, social life, religion? Just brainstorm. We might hit on something asinine you 

can spin.” 

“It really hasn’t.” 
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“That’s not possible.” 

“It’s true! I know what I know, and I study what I like. Like you: you painted, so 

you came to study it, right?” 

“No way. Coming here for art was one of the worst decisions I ever made. The 

whole program at this school’s neutered. It’s about ‘viability’ and fitting into the ‘modern 

context.’ It has nothing to do with just ‘doing.’” 

“Why are you bothering then? Why don’t you just quit and get your art in order?” 

“Because I’ve already come this far. And I can’t exactly give the loans back 

either, so I might as well finish and get my receipt.” 

“Your what?” 

“My diploma. But you know what? The damn things just say ‘master of arts.’ Did 

you know that? It doesn’t even say what you specialized in.” 

“Oh.” 

Naomi closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and drank her tea. When she started 

speaking again, her tone was slower, and more measured. She parted her lips, flashing 

her straight teeth, but it was more of a grimace than the immovable smile Melissa was 

used to. 

“But we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about you,” she said. 

“I’m telling you I can’t think of anything.” 

“Then why do you even care? If you’re just studying it for fun, why don’t you just 

finish and stop worrying about accolades and notoriety?” 

“Like you?” 

“Like me.” 
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“Because you can keep painting after you finish school. I can’t just be an 

entomologist.” 

“What exactly do you want to do with it?” 

Melissa thought for a moment. Most her peers were interested in advancing to 

professorships, or research opportunities. Melissa didn’t share their ambitions, though. 

She just liked the subject matter. She always felt like a bit of an imposter around them. 

A fraud. 

“I don’t really know. I just want to be someplace where I can keep doing what I’m 

doing.” 

“So you want to be a professional enthusiast?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Like, a consultant?” 

“Basically.” 

“You’re screwed then.” 

“Not exactly. My goals are just different.” 

 “I don’t know if you can defend that, dear,” Naomi said, returning the application.  

* 

 The museum conference room was packed. Nearly everyone had showed up, 

including a few regents and even one or two faces Melissa didn’t recognize. The 

meeting was turning out to be a bigger deal than she’d anticipated. She tried to distract 

herself as she waited. The brown coffee mugs were lined up in the center of the long 

conference table, reminding Melissa of a ceramic millipede. She stared at it for a 

moment, then tore off the millipede’s head and filled it from the dented carafe beside 
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her. The walls of the room were nearly barren, save for the large glass window 

overlooking the empty parking lot and the dry-erase board that had been marred by the 

accidental use of permanent marker. Naomi sat across the table, although Melissa was 

careful to leave an empty seat on either side of her. These two seats remained empty 

until moments before the meeting started. 

Mr. Townsend, one of the museum heads, lifted his hand to quiet the room. The 

first hour of the meeting went pretty much as Melissa expected: Private ownership, 

merged archives, shrunken departments, prefabricated installations, instant coffee, 

powdered creamer. Charts, graphs, big black binders. Donor receipts, ticket sales and 

membership forms. All of it painting a picture of a museum that was losing the public’s 

attention, and wearing on the state’s generosity. Melissa wasn’t interested in the big 

picture, though. She kept thinking about her exhibit, about Naomi’s distance. She used 

the yellow legal pad in front of her and wrote down her options several times, hoping at 

first that she was over-reacting, then hoping one of them would suddenly sound 

appealing through repetition: 

1.  She could take Thomas' offer at the Journal. She considered this a last resort, 

something to stave off starvation. Even then, she would probably wait until panic 

attacks physically forced her to make the call. 

2.  She could become a "consultant." Many projects, like those undertaken by 

conservationists and toxicologists, require a broad base of expertise. Melissa had 

that expertise, though she didn't have much field experience. She could fake it 

until she learned the ropes if necessary, or flirtatiously defer tasks to other team 

members. Even scientists can have sex appeal, she reminded herself. 
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3.  She could find work at another museum, probably as a general curator without 

specialization. As an enthusiast, not an entomologist. She would die slowly.  

No luck. Melissa gave up and drew circles in the margins, and connected them 

with enough lines to start tearing the paper. She periodically checked her pocket to 

make sure the letter was safely buried. Not that she thought anyone would know what it 

was, or even cared, but she felt as though she’d brought a piece of contraband. She 

was a traitor in spirit.  

The entire time the conversation remained a low garble in the back of her mind. 

Financial white noise. None of it had anything to do with her, she thought, and none of it 

was anything she had any power over. 

The discussion kept coming back to the proposed children’s exhibit, a traveling 

“robotic fun house,” as Melissa put it, that would dominate the main hall. This exhibit 

was the reason the other installations would have to be closed or relocated. At the first 

mention of it Melissa came crashing back into the meeting room. First, Mr. Townsend 

made a motion to vote on removing the Neanderthals, one of Naomi’s projects, to make 

room. The vote was disinterested, and nearly unanimous. The Neanderthals were once 

again extinct. Naomi kept quiet, though, and looked the other way as she chewed a 

pencil. Melissa noticed, for the first time she could remember, that Naomi’s smirk was 

completely gone. Naomi was right, Melissa thought, she had to say something. 

Before Melissa worked at the museum, the entomology department consisted of 

a filing cabinet stuffed with a widow’s butterfly collection, donated by heirs who feared 

the shadow boxes would clash with Danish-modern decor.  But Melissa crafted contacts 

across the state, owing mostly to her internship at the Institute, and she arranged for 
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displays from the Weaver Collection, antique entomology equipment from the Artifacts 

Library in Angelina, and even the series of Madagascar Roaches from the Kessey 

Institute to be displayed at her modest museum.  

None of that mattered now, because voting unexpectedly moved to “Insects of 

the World.” Melissa knew there was talk of relocation, but she was broadsided by the 

sudden vote on her exhibit. 

“This is bullshit!” Melissa interrupted, getting to her feet. Naomi was looking at 

her for the first time since the meeting started, pencil still between her teeth. The room 

was silent. 

“What I meant is, I think it’s a mistake. Leasing that new exhibit, I mean.” 

“And what exactly would you have us do?” asked an older, prestigious looking 

man with a laurel of white hair.  

The letter was burning in her pocket. 

“I don’t know, but not this. Not this amusement park.” 

“Dr. Campbell, I appreciate your position, but this isn’t a seasonal lull. 

Unfortunately, we’re going to have to aim for something new here.” 

“But sir,” she pleaded, “The exhibit you’re talking about is owned by a children’s 

network. What is it again? Robotic animals? What is that going to accomplish?” 

“Bringing in patrons,” he answered. “And, children’s network or not, every single 

museum, park and shopping center that has leased this exhibit made enough revenue 

in their first six months to redouble their losses.”  

Most of the men nodded in unison at his words. Naomi was suspiciously silent. 
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  “But we want you to know we still value your efforts at the museum,” Mr. 

Townsend chimed in, “so we’re ready to offer you a compromise, and simply move your 

exhibit in order to make room.” 

“Why wasn’t I informed of this? It’s beginning to sound like I never really had any 

say in this at all.” 

“Well, we know you’re being solicited by journals, so we didn’t want to step on 

your toes prematurely, and risk your commitment here. That’s why we worked out an 

alternate arrangement.” 

Melissa was speechless. How the hell did they know about the Journal, she 

thought. She subconsciously checked her pocket. Yes, it was still there, seen only be 

her and Naomi.  

Naomi.  

Was that why she was mute for the first time in her life? Melissa’s first, tangible 

thought was scaling the table and breaking every one of Naomi’s fingers, leaving her 

useless to the art world forever. The rest of Melissa’s thoughts were unpinned, and 

scattering under the door and between the walls, making their way outside the 

conference room. 

“We’re very sorry, Dr. Campbell,” the laurelled man said to fill the silence, “but at 

the end of the day, they’re just insects. We’re sure it won’t affect visitation.” 

A man on the left cleared his throat, and he caught himself.  

“What I meant to say is…” 

“I know. It isn’t exactly a water-drawing exhibit. It’s fine,” Melissa said softly, 

defeated. She sank back into her chair. What else could she do?  
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“We’re sorry about your installation,” Mr. Townsend added. “Really, we are. I 

think we all know how hard you worked on it. But it’s only being moved to the ‘way-

back’: we’re not taking it away from you.”   

Melissa knew all about the “way-back,” a corner sandwiched between the dated 

planetarium and the restrooms: an unspoken death trap for doomed exhibits. 

“But sir,” she started. 

“Trust us,” he interrupted. “It’ll be best for the museum.” And with that, the subject 

was dropped, and they got back to nodding, prodding and voting. Melissa curled over in 

her seat, with her long fingers knotted in her lap. Meanwhile, Naomi was still looking 

outside. 

* 
 

To Melissa’s surprise, she received an acceptance letter from the American 

Entomology Institute. Or, rather, it was a letter congratulating her on making it to the 

“interview” phase. For her essay, Melissa wrote about she started studying entomology 

after watching an old creature-feature starring a gigantic praying mantis. The 

protagonist was an “entomologist” called in by the military brass. “It’s quite simple, 

really,” the entomologist said coolly as he took control of the meeting. “In ancient times 

many common animals grew to gigantic proportions. It’s not unthinkable that such a 

creature, previously unknown to science, was trapped in an avalanche and preserved 

for millions of years beneath the ice flow you detonated.” It made perfect sense. Melissa 

decided that she wanted to study the prehistoric behemoths that might still exist, tucked 

away in the unreachable corners of the earth. Weeks of reading at the library yielded no 
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such monsters, but her interest was sparked. The committee must have found it 

charming, she thought. Quaint.  

After two bottles of celebratory wine, Melissa and Naomi made dinner together: 

yellow curry and vegetables. Unlike Melissa, who discovered veganism in college as 

part of what her mother called the “bleeding heart package,” Naomi was raised Buddhist 

in a vegetarian family, and she was still sore that Melissa banned dairy from their 

apartment. 

Melissa was in the pantry, digging for spices as Naomi stirred. There was a loud 

crack in the pantry, and Melissa tossed a sandal into the living room as she walked 

back to the kitchen. 

“Fuck, I hate roaches,” she said in one fast, tense breath.  

“So, Melissa,” she posited, “what’s worse, a vegan who kills bugs or a vegetarian 

who lets them go?” 

“What?” 

“Come on, consider it practice for your interview. So, Ms. Campbell, how is it that 

you can give me shit about eating cheese, but you get to suffocate bugs and skewer 

their tiny little corpses to plywood?” 

“I don’t think the entrance committee gives a shit. I don’t think they even say 

‘shit.’ Besides, it’s not the same.”  

Naomi was wearing a smile particular to her: a slight curl and only a hint of her 

perfectly straight teeth. It was a good-natured smile, charming even, but it always struck 

Melissa as somewhat acidic. In fact, Naomi was almost always smiling, but Melissa 
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knew her long enough to read it like a barometer, and she was in the unique position of 

pinpointing the exact moment Naomi was about to become a smart-ass.  

“How?” Naomi challenged. 

Melissa put the plate over the pot, since she couldn’t find the lid, and motioned at 

herself with the dishcloth.   

“What it comes down to is I’m opposed to suffering,” she said. 

“And?” 

“And, livestock kept for milk and eggs have horrible, lingering existences. The 

End.” 

“I see,” Naomi continued, putting a large wooden spoon in the sink, “so, in a way 

the animals raised for meat actually get a better deal because they’re put out of their 

misery faster.” 

“I wouldn’t exactly spin it like that, but the basic idea is in there somewhere.” 

“And so what you do, gassing insects, is kosher because you kill them quickly. 

It’s merciful.” 

“More or less.” 

“So, if I put a bullet straight through a heifer’s temple,” Naomi said, squinting one 

eye and making a gun with her hand, “and she drops dead instantly, then I could start 

eating burgers guilt free?” 

“No, that’s not the same at all. You’re missing the point,” Melissa struggled. 

“What I do is different.” 

“How?” 
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Melissa hesitated, and put the dishcloth over her shoulder to stall another 

second.  

“It’s science?” she finally said. 

“Science?” 

 The word twisted Naomi’s mouth into a full smile as it passed over her lips. 

 “Science? My god you’ve got to be able to come up with better reasons than that 

in the interview.” 

 “Yes, science. We study them and expand human understanding. The greater 

good.” 

 “What about that roach you killed with your shoe? That didn’t expand anything 

but its guts.”  

 “I don’t see what your point is. It was a roach. In our pantry. With our food.” 

 “What I’m saying is that picking and choosing when something does or doesn’t 

apply to you kind of undermines the purpose. You aren’t really changing.” 

“Well, you know some insects have survived for millions of years without 

changing at all.” 

 “Yeah, but that’s kind of a luxury, don’t you think? You just took as much of it as 

you could without becoming inconvenienced. That’s not exactly earth-shattering 

conviction.” 

 “So are you saying entomologists can’t be vegan?” 

 “No, I’m saying vegans shouldn’t become entomologists.” 

 “Cute.” 

Naomi lifted the corner of the plate to check on the curry.  
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"Hey, hypocrite, listen. If you end up working in a museum or something, you'll 

get me a job, right?" 

“No promises.” 

* 
 

After the meeting the two of them sulked in Melissa’s office in the museum 

basement. A deep wooden cabinet on the entry wall ate nearly a quarter of the floor 

space. The drawers, shallow and compact, were labeled with insect orders with pencil 

and masking tape:  

1. Collembola 

2. Ephemeroptera 

3. Orthoptera 

4. Lepidoptera 

5. Etcetera  

An ancient tin fan sat on the top corner of the shelf and blew a warm stream of 

re-circulated basement air over them.  Her desk was covered with papers and 

entomological magazines, and on top sat the small envelope, fat with its contents 

awkwardly re-stuffed. 

Melissa picked it up and stared.  

She didn’t blame Naomi for sitting by at the meeting. Not that Melissa didn’t want 

to. It would have been easy. But, she thought, when a mob is stoning someone, who 

really wants to step in? Naomi’s job was on the line too, after all. No, it was the letter 

that still bothered her. 
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“Fuck this,” Naomi finally declared from her stool. It was the first thing she’d said 

since they got back from the meeting. “My time is worth more than that.” Several more 

of her scale models were voted out to make room.  

Melissa didn’t say anything. Rather, she wanted to say “thanks for the help 

jackass,” but the sobriety tempered her, and she settled slowly into the familiar comfort 

of melancholy. Scattered around the office were mementos of her small success: a few 

shipping boxes from other museums, a portfolio cataloging every single one of her 

specimens, and even a jar containing the remnants of a giant insect entrusted to her for 

identification. Then of course, there were the three diplomas over a shelf on which 

rested her first killing jar, where the largest moth she’d ever seen met its doom. She put 

her feet up on the desk and looked lazily at Naomi, too drained from the meeting to be 

angry.  

“Why did you tell them about the Journal?” Melissa finally asked. Naomi recoiled 

a bit, as if Melissa had raised a fist. She knew Naomi had probably been dreading the 

question ever since the meeting. 

“I didn’t tell them just like that, Melissa. It came up in conversation with one of the 

other curators. I didn’t intend to cause any trouble… he was talking about transferring 

and it just came out.” 

Melissa didn’t answer right away, so Naomi picked back up. 

“Listen, this place is a sinking ship. You know? We need to get out of here and 

do something more worthwhile with our time.”  

“Like what?”  
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“You should probably take that offer,” Naomi said. “I mean, seriously, the only 

people appreciated around here are the volunteers in the ticket booth. You know?” 

She cracked a thin smirk. It was her favorite joke.  

 “It’s not like we’re losing our jobs or anything,” Melissa said flatly, setting the 

envelope down. 

“Yeah, but I know that’s not what this is about.” 

Naomi picked up the killing jar, and started rolling it around between her palms. 

She decided to change the subject.  

“It’s strange, when you think about it. Killing the thing you love. Being in art 

classes nearly destroyed it for me.” 

  “You’re very profound,” Melissa replied, not looking up. Naomi brought up art 

school whenever she could.  

“I’m serious,” she insisted, but she didn’t follow it up. 

She was trying to make conversation at least, Melissa thought. 

“Do they suffer much?” she asked. 

“Why don’t we stuff you in the jar and find out?” 

“No thanks,” she laughed. “Man, lingering has to be the worst though.” 

Melissa stared at the giant insect remains in the jar on her desk. 

 She remembered the “local artifacts” exhibit that used to be in the way-back: 

fossilized kneecaps and arrowheads found by farmers. Now it was a tomb with velvet 

ropes, and a small epitaph reading “pardon our dust.” It was as if somebody had simply 

punched a hole in space, and taken away part of the museum.  She thought about her 

installation, all her work, being roped off, shuffled into the way-back and out of 
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existence, and felt like sinking into herself. She stopped herself when she caught Naomi 

staring.  

“I’m fine,” she said.  

 “You should just take it,” Naomi said. “Who knows, you might actually like it.”  

She looked over at the killing jar Naomi was holding, put stuck the letter in her 

drawer.  
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 She Would Be Literary 

 

 It had been seventy-six days since Daniel and I split.  

 It had also been two years since I started working as a dog trainer at Heaven Hill 

Guide Dog Academy.  

It's not nearly as exciting as it sounds; I only walk them.  

The real training was done by a team of professionals using ramps, tubes, and 

debris they lay down in front of the dog: sawhorses, bricks, decoys scented with dog 

piss (they don’t call it dog piss, but it is). But I made sure the dogs practiced, and my 

current project was Beaker. 

 Everyday, after I harnessed Beaker, I ran the tips of my fingers up and down the 

short, prickled hairs on the top of his snout. His hair was fine and yellow, and I liked to 

rub against the grain and watch the thin row of pink skin follow close behind my hand. 

It's an impulse, for luck.  

 It was for this same reason my shelf at Heaven Hill housed a small ceramic 

Buddha that weighed down the towels, green slips and harnesses that I've sullied, 

ignored and knotted respectively. I found him in the gutter.  

The Buddha, not Beaker. 

He was squatting, the way you always see Buddha squatting, but half of his 

serene face had been knocked off. He was hollow inside, having spilt all the secrets to 

happiness he’s carried from Mexico. I knew he was from Mexico, which is a strange 

place for Buddha to come from, because it was stamped on his bottom. I kept my 

pocket change inside the hole to make him feel full again. I didn't give him a name 
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though- you don't name things that you put change in because it will make you feel 

guilty later. 

 I wasn't fond of Beaker's name either, but I didn't choose it; that was Mrs. 

Breecher, Heaven Hill's director. Maybe it was because Beaker’s nose was so long, 

though his head looked more like an Erlenmeyer flask than anything. But Erlenmeyer is 

a terrible name. Mrs. Breecher was also the one who left green carbon-paper slips on 

the trainers’ shelves detailing each dog's daily exercises. I followed them for a while, 

back when I was still afraid of losing my job, but the dogs already knew what they were 

doing after a couple of weeks with the trainers. 

 When I signed Beaker out that morning, I checked the roster to see which routes 

the other girls were taking so that I could find the one furthest away from them.  

 It wasn't because I didn't like them, though it's true that I really didn't.  

 It was because I refused to make Beaker wear the yellow vest that said "Heaven 

Hill" in cracked, acrylic letters. It was, I reasoned, one of those permissible "small sins," 

like taking an extra fifteen-minutes for lunch, or taking a pack of staples from the back 

closet. Still, Beaker, naked on the streets, wasn't something I wanted getting back to 

Heaven Hill. 

 I don't know why I never made him wear it. Maybe it was because I worked in an 

office supply store one summer when I was a teenager, and they made me wear a tag 

that said "trainee." It still had a sticker on it from the last one. A little frog with stars for 

eyes. I assumed it was an Asian thing because the only time I ever saw animals with 

stars for eyes was when I saw them on Asian stuff, like thermal mugs and key chains.  I 
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wondered what happened to the person who had it before me. I looked around the 

store, but none of them were Asian.  

Maybe he was fired for putting stickers on things that didn't belong to him.  

Or maybe we all wore this tag and it was part of some silent, secret team-building 

exercise. I never found out because I walked out in a week. Whenever I saw the jacket 

on Beaker, I guess I imagined it covered in stickers of sad frogs, and sticky bits of paper 

left behind from somebody trying to peel them off with their fingernails.  

 I was in luck that day though, because the open route was the one that went by 

Eddy's shop, which meant I could see him during his break at "Light Bulbs, ETC." I 

suppose visiting friends on the clock was another small sin. That and walking Beaker 

with my eyes closed. Heaven Hill expressly forbade trainers to do this. They said it 

endangered the dog and trainer. A team, they called the two of us: I was endangering 

the team. But nobody could tell because I wore a pair of sunglasses I found at St. Rita's.  

People on the street thought I was blind.  

Or, I hoped people thought I was blind.  

At first I was curious to see how the dogs did. I wanted them to be ready to help 

blind children because, after all, many of our dogs did go to blind children. And the way I 

saw it, my exercise was better than the green slips. It was baptism by fire.  

 That day was a special day, though, because it was the day I slated for Beaker's 

first crosswalk solo. I stood at the street corner, sunglasses tight, and faced forward as 

convincingly, as dispassionately as I could. I was certain I looked like a blind person. I 

kept one eye open, though, watching for the light change so I could time the walk when 

I felt a sudden pressure on the left side of my ass. It wasn't a heart attack, because I 
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knew that the butt played no part in heart attacks, and my left arm, which was holding 

Beaker's handle, felt fine. It was only after a few moments of pressure that I was able to 

discern five distinct points pushing against my skin.  

Nobody has every groped me in public before, so I really had no idea what to 

expect. When you mention this to other people, their first response is usually something 

like "I would have turned around and so-and-so," but in reality you don't really know 

what to do. It just catches you by surprise, and then you're standing at a crosswalk with 

a stranger's hand on your ass.  

I couldn't decide what to do, so I did nothing.  

I stood there while a large, warm palm kneaded the back of my skirt, and when 

the light changed I pulled away slowly.  

 But, shit, I forgot to count.  

 How long was it? Ten? Fifteen seconds?  

  It was longer than that, probably.  

 It was thirty-six seconds since he grabbed my ass though. I knew that. Daniel 

never came up behind me and grabbed my ass. Not even in private. Sex proceeded 

very officially. It never felt dirty, or undeserved. It was just time to do it so we did.  

 Eighty seconds. No, wait. A minute and a half. Daniel’s endurance, I mean, not 

the groper. 

  

 Eddy asked if I’d heard about Daniel and Merriam as soon as he saw me come 

around the corner.  He had already finished his first cigarette. 
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He dropped the filter on the sidewalk. It was one of those nasty lights that 

smelled like a nursing home courtyard. 

 Of course I’d heard. 

 I tried to act indignant, but I couldn't muster any disgust at the moment. I think 

Eddy prodded me because he liked that I hated Daniel now, or at least because he 

thought that I thought that I hated him. I suppose I should talk about Eddy.  

 Eddy's an asshole.  

 Eddy's also my oldest friend, and, as with most people, these two things 

somehow correlated. And, his uncle sold cable.  

 That's about it.  

 Beaker kept trying to pull ahead of me, so I sat on the bench next to Eddy to hold 

the leash tighter.  

 Merriam. 

 Merriam was a girl Daniel worked with at the magazine: Face-plant, a local 

culture piece. Her face was smeared with freckles, as if someone straddled her with a 

marker and deliberately contorted what was an otherwise pretty face to teach her a 

lesson. It was something she compensated for with lots of makeup, though I've been 

told that some people find lots of freckles sexy. I wasn't one of them.  

Perhaps it was melanoma.  

I wished it were. 

She also had fiery hair that she pulled back in a ponytail. I tried a ponytail once, 

but my hair got stringy and kinked out, and Daniel said it looked gross so I stopped 

doing it. I threw away the elastic bands I bought at the drug store and cut my hair. 



 

 
 

70 

People like Merriam can pull it off though. She had good hair, and what people call a 

"classic figure." People usually say it as a euphemism now- a "figure" means "curvy" 

means a few extra pounds.  Eddy's girlfriend had this kind of figure. But Merriam really 

had it, a narrow, toned waist, hips that strained her jeans in the best possible way, and 

breasts that seemed comprehensibly firm and defiant for their size. I knew this because 

Eddy had enlightened me to the difference between "good tits" and "large tits," and that 

the rule didn't really apply to me since "perky" and "firm," though usually "good," were 

also euphemisms for "small," and being "small" these features are a given and thus not 

subject to the scrutiny reserved for other women. Maybe they weren't perfect, but I knew 

my ass was.  

After all, I had independent testing that morning.  

I could see that Eddy was waiting for a response. So I said in my most 

measured, adult voice, that I was going to ask for my things back. 

“What things?” 

The turntable and armchair, I said. The blanket with the spot on the corner, and 

the mixing bowls he always ate cereal out of. The list went on. 

You shouldn’t have given him any of that, Eddy said, and he was right. But I felt 

guilty, as if he needed compensation. But not because I split up with him. 

 Because I didn't.  

Not really.  

Daniel was the kind of person who forced others to break up with him when he 

was unhappy. There were plenty of signs. I noticed I was the only one who got 

completely naked, for instance. And even then, I usually started first. At first it was 
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great, because I was the one doing the fucking. I liked being in control for a change. He 

even started lasting longer, which was another sign- I knew he was thinking about 

something else. He never came either, which was weird because I always assumed 

men had no control over it, like sticking your finger in a faucet or something. He would 

hardly do anything, actually, and I’d just keep going until he got too soft or fell asleep. 

But eventually I got bored with us too. One night, when I couldn’t even tell if he was still 

inside or not, I got on my knees and I hovered over him.  

“You’re not interested anymore.”  

I declared it rather than asking. 

 I slept on the couch that night. I felt weird about saying “interested.” I assumed I’d 

say “love”; “you don’t love me anymore.” But that felt wrong too. It was something 

pioneer women said, when being alone meant three of four decades. It was something 

you said to win arguments, or feign insecurity when you wanted to seem like a romantic. 

 Eddy could tell that I wasn't paying any attention to him. 

 "What are you smiling about?" 

 "I wasn't smiling." 

 "Yes you were." 

 He was quiet for a minute, and I looked at Beaker, who was lying across my feet. 

 "So, what's his name?" 

  

 After Eddy went back into work, I decided to finish up the rest of our route 

quickly. I wanted to double back and try the crosswalk again. But that wasn't really why. 

Daniel had Merriam, so the man who grabbed my ass was mine now. In another future, 
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we met and we laughed about it. He would be a little maladjusted. A literature student, a 

smart kid with bad luck around girls.  

It's okay, I would say, I can show you.  

Quiet people are already smart ones, so I would just have to round off the 

superficial stuff. I would give him my dime Buddha, and he’d be my project. I would 

teach him to stop parting his hair, and to wear sweaters with sleeves that were long 

enough. I would teach him to stop cuffing his pants and I'd get his nose pierced to give 

him an edge. Quiet people are also wild- they're the ones that pin you down and tear off 

your shirt, tugging your bra and skirt up and down and out of the way as they bit and 

kissed. Actually, I have no idea if that's true, but in my future, the future where we're 

happy together, it would be true. In this future my skirt would always be twisted, and his 

buttons would always be off by just one. My lipstick would run up the side of my face 

and his hands, the same hands that fumbled for me at the crosswalk, would always 

smell like me. I would have to make sure he clipped his nails though.  

 What if he didn't?  

 The whole thing would be ruined then. Maybe it wouldn't matter anyway. Maybe, 

he never wanted to touch me in the first place. He just lost his footing and caught 

himself on the ass of a blind girl. He would be embarrassed and his friends, no, his wife 

would pull him up and quickly gesture that they should back off as he silently mouthed 

that he wanted to apologize anyway. Apologize for reminding the girl in the green denim 

skirt that she was, after all, blind, and a good substitute for a lamppost, or a mailbox.   

If I just stood there, forever, nobody would ever trip over that lip of concrete 

again. I would get a medal for being a selfless citizen, and I would remain, a celibate 
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martyr for anyone who ever left that corner thinking that someone, somewhere, was 

interested in tearing their clothes off with their teeth.  

 I wished that I were blind so I could feel more indignant about the way I had been 

treated.  

 I stood at the corner of the crosswalk, and waited for the light to change. It was 

later in the afternoon, so fewer people were out. I stood there through a few light cycles. 

Nobody showed up. It was stupid, I thought. Gropers probably didn't come back to the 

same spot. They probably have patterns. Today the crosswalk, tomorrow the train, or 

bus. Right now, he was feeling someone up in the produce aisle, his Tuesday night 

haunt.  

 But, if he was a literary type, I knew how to win him back. Most people don’t 

know, but Heaven Hill also offers a tele-calendar. Mrs. Breecher says it’s to foster a 

sense of community among patrons living with our dogs. I wondered what it would be 

like to work at that desk instead, answering the phone and reading our calendar of 

events. I would answer in a singsong voice. 

Just a moment. I’d be glad to help you.  

Yes, Mr. Preston, the Shakespeare in the park is this Saturday.  

Yes, they will have accommodations for your dog.  

Yes, and Yes.  

I would always answer yes.  

I would laugh a sincere laugh.  

Yes, Mr. Preston, thank you.  
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 But we don’t only keep a calendar. We also offered reviews and 

recommendations for film, audio books and Braille. I even thought of the perfect line for 

answering the phone. I would be literary, and I would be helping the blind. What is 

sexier than a socially conscious woman? Nothing that I can think of. Except, perhaps, a 

mountain climber. But I’m not a mountain climber; I’m Natalie Ferrousi, a guide for the 

blind in the world of literature. And then someone would call, and I would use my one, 

perfect line and it would be brilliant. 

 But then, I wouldn’t have anything else. 

 I would have a notepad in front of me. My perfect line would have a number one 

beside it, and it would be crossed out. There would be no number two. 

 The receiver would be silent, and I would say so-and-so was pretty good, only 

pretty good, and they would know that I was a fraud. Mrs. Breecher would shake her 

head and the man (or woman) on the other line would clear his/her throat. She would 

take the receiver away from me without ever looking into my eyes. No, I can't afford to 

work the literature desk at Heaven Hill.  

 "You can go, missus." 

 I wanted to say "what" but I came out of my thoughts too quickly and grumbled 

something like humsenphat? 

 "You know you can go, the light already changed a few times." 

 "Oh, I'm sorry." I forgot I was wearing the sunglasses, so I waved my hand in the 

direction to the man's voice, an appreciative wave, the kind of wave you make to 

someone merging.  
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 I closed my eyes and started across the crosswalk, counting slowly. One, two 

three... 

 I didn't see the light change, just like I didn't see the El Camino tear around the 

corner.  

 Someone screamed in the background. 

 "Oh my god someone just hit that girl!" 

 But the car didn't hit me; I just fell down when it passed and kept going down the 

side street. I still didn’t open my eyes, even when I felt someone's hands on my 

shoulder as they helped me up. They were small, cold hands. They weren't the hands I 

was interested in. But the only thing I could think about was Beaker. What about him? 

Nobody said anything about the dog. But I kept my eyes closed.  
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   The Shaggy Man 

 

The first time I saw the shaggy man I was ten. 

It was raining outside, and I had a blanket pulled tightly around my neck.  

He was standing in the hallway, and was so tall that I could only see up to his 

chest through the door. His body was gaunt, and covered, completely, with oily, black 

fur. I couldn’t tell if he had fingers or genitals because the hair on his hands was thick 

like woolen mittens, and another tangled mess hung between his legs.  

I could feel my heart in my throat. I was positive that I could vomit it onto my bed 

sheets if I tried. Maybe that would scare him off.  

The shaggy man lifted an arm, the left one, and braced himself against the top of 

the doorframe, bending downward to ease his head into my room.  

His head was a peak of black hair with eyes that were small and yellow. Not 

yellow like a cat, but yellow like an elderly hospital patient.  

Someone dying of cancer.  

Or emphysema.  

He had human teeth, but no lips.  

I realized at that moment that you couldn't read things without lips. Was he 

sneering? Snarling? I had no idea.  

How could you know what I felt if I didn’t have lips?  

You couldn’t.  

He stared at me for a moment, and then pushed himself back through the door, 

and left.  
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When I see the shaggy man the second time, I’m in my twenties. I'm working at 

my desk when he ducks through the door on my left, unannounced, and walks heavily 

up to my chair. He reaches out (his arms were very long), and pulls a second chair 

around. In the light his hair seems wetter, and I can see rivulets of water running down 

his arms and legs. I wonder what he feels like, so I reach out to touch his arm, but he 

pulls back and takes a half-smoked cigarette from my amber ashtray. Do you mind, he 

asks. I wave my hand.  

Of course not.  

The cigarette pokes from the hairball at the end of his arm. I still can’t see any 

fingers. He asks me to light it. I ask him why, and he says because he doesn’t want to 

catch his hands on fire. I feel stupid for not thinking of this, and I light it without making 

eye contact.  

Do I frighten you? He asks.  

No, I say. I just feel stupid about the lighter.  

What does? 

The ocean. 

That’s where I live, he says. I look at his wet fur, and the dirty pool of water 

forming around the legs of the chair, and decide that this makes sense. There are small 

shells tangled in the fur on his feet. I didn’t notice those the first time.  

I ask him what he does down there. He tells me that he collects bottles and shells 

from the knee-deep muck on the seabed. He tells me that he uses them to decorate a 

small hovel he shares with his wife.  

A Mud Queen.  
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I remember the knotted mess of hair between his legs and ask how a hair 

monster and a mud monster made love.  

He says it is different underwater.  

I’m disappointed by his answer, but I don’t show it. 

He holds out another half-cigarette, and I light it obligingly.  

Maybe his eyes are yellow from smoking so much. I try to think of something to 

say. 

Living down there must be like living in slow motion, no? 

He tells me not to say “no.” He tells me it’s a bad habit. 

Why? 

Say “yes,” because it’s your opinion. 

I exhale and repeat myself.  

Slow motion, yes? 

No. 

Why? 

He lives in the bottom of trenches, he explains. Near the tectonic plates seen in 

cross-sections and Junior High textbooks. He’s closer to the Earth's core, closer to the 

center of gravity. Time, he points out, only moves slower from my vantage point at the 

surface. It’s relativity. 

This wasn't what I meant, but I nod my head as if I understand. I read about this 

phenomenon in a magazine, so I was something of an authority.  

So, from your perspective, you'll die sooner, he continues. 

A difference of seconds, I argue. 
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A difference is a difference. 

 He stamps out the smoldering filter. It stinks. He stands up, clears his throat, and 

smoothes down the fur around his mouth and down his sides. He looks drier now, and 

uncomfortable.  

 He thanks me for the cigarettes. 

 I tell him to come back whenever he needs a light. 

 He nods, and leaves.    
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  Toxicology 

 

 Toxicology, basically, is the science of how things die: how much A, in 

circumstances B and C, causes tissue damage, reproductive problems and death. I 

suppose I liked studying it, in some ways, because you felt like you had some sort of 

grip on things. Your sink might be piled with dishes, but you knew that the scented soap 

was only poisonous if you drank the better part of a quart. That was some small 

comfort.  

 I worked most mornings in the toxicology lab on campus. It was my first year, so I 

just cleaned and checked on the projects run by senior graduates. I also worked 3 

nights a week at Rebecca's, one of four bar-slash-venues that dotted the circumference 

of the campus area. Every other night, I just waited near the phone. Do you know what 

social suicide is? It's not getting braces until you're seventeen. It's staying in college 

because you don't know what else to do. It's waiting around, like a ghost, for people to 

call when you should be getting your life together. I still had one good friend, though: 

Patricia. She went by "Patsy" most of the time, the same way she called me "Andy," 

instead of Andrea. But Patsy was spending most of her time with Luke, who was 

something of a social coordinator. That’s a nice way of saying that, if you got stuck with 

him, you were on his clock. I couldn't tell if he and Patsy were an item or not, but my 

course work slowly pushed me out of the equation anyway. She stopped visiting, and I 

really only saw her when I worked as Rebecca's.  
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 Working at Rebecca's was also an excuse to get out of my apartment once in a 

while. My apartment was profoundly depressing because there were only windows on 

one side of the place. The other end was always dark, no matter what time of day it 

was. I used to fuss over it, rearranging furniture constantly, angling lamps, trying to 

diffuse light like I saw in Patsy's photography magazines. Nothing worked- Having 

lamps on in the middle of the day only drew attention to the permanent shade. I 

eventually gave up. I sold my loveseat and end tables to a neighbor, and started using 

that half of the room for file boxes containing my course work and finances. After the 

first semester, though, I just stacked papers on top of the boxes, and then on top of 

other papers. I couldn't keep plants in there either, and even the "indestructible" ones 

just withered and died. I still had a yellowing snake plant on the windowsill over the sink.  

 The problem was compounded by the fact that I kept the blinds pulled because 

someone or something lurked outside at night. My complex opened directly onto the 

street, so it could have been anyone. It wasn't one of my neighbors because I lived in 

the top-floor-corner unit: there was no pedestrian traffic, no stairs on my side, no 

shortcut, and no reason for someone to be in front my door who wasn't there on 

purpose. I knew it was real, though, because if the lights were out I saw its shadow 

against the back of the vinyl blinds. The weird things was, I never caught him (or her) 

when I was doing anything worth seeing: changing before work or going out, walking 

around naked after a shower, the rare occasions of sex. Nothing. It was always when I 

was doing something asinine, like doing the dishes or boiling broccoli, that I noticed 

something moving outside. I never snapped the blinds open fast enough to catch it.  
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 One of the first times I saw it, I had gotten ready to go out and waited by the 

phone. I already called Patsy earlier in the afternoon, and called again at 8 o'clock. Still 

no answer. I left a message both times anyway. It had been forty-eight hours since I'd 

seen her, after all. But 8 became 10 and 11. At 11:30, I gave up, and drank some vodka 

from the freezer- real bottom-shelf stuff. I should have gone out myself. But where?  

 I walked past the window, still clutching the neck of the plastic bottle, and almost 

screamed when the shadow was right there. I dropped the bottle, which bounced loudly 

against the wall, but I tried to stand perfectly still. I did the only thing I could think of. 

 "Hello?" I mouthed silently, but the shadow just shrank away.  

 It was terrifying when it started, but it kept happening for months and nothing new 

or threatening ever happened. Nobody was ever waiting for me outside; nobody ever 

approached me when I went to and from my car at night. With the blinds pulled most of 

the time, I didn’t even know how much he/she/it actually saw; it just hung around for a 

minute, then left. It reminded me of when I was a kid, when I had something like an 

imaginary friend, something based off of a nightmare. A hairy giant I called the "shaggy 

man," who protected me from the other kids in my day dreams, like a loyal pet. He was 

always kind to me, though. I guess I started seeing the shadow like the shaggy man. My 

very own. I even kept a journal tracking the times I saw him.  

 I was working the door at Rebecca's one night when I finally told Patricia about it. 

She was livid, partly because she was worried for my safety, partly because I hadn't 

done anything about it, and partly, I suspected, because I hadn't let her in on it sooner. 

 "I bet it's that creep Marcus," she accused immediately.  

 "I don't think so." 
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 "Why? It makes perfect sense." Which, frankly, it did. Marcus was the senior 

graduate student in the toxicology lab. I was, unofficially anyway, his assistant at the 

lab. I always had the awkward feeling that he was attracted to me. Then again, he was 

friendly with all the female students. All four of them, that is, myself included. Patsy 

continued. Nothing too suspicious ever happened. Like I said, he was addicted to 

female attention. 

 "No," I countered, sorting it out. "I've seen it several times when he was 

supposed to be at the lab." 

 We sat for a moment as Patsy mulled it over. 

 "I don't really want it to be Marcus anyway," I reasoned, as if the comment were 

self-explanatory.  

 "Why not?" 

 "That kind of ruins the mystery. And it would be creepy as hell." 

 "So having a stranger wandering around your windows is somehow less freaky?" 

 "It's strange but, yes. And Marcus isn't a creep. Not really. He's just kind of lame," 

I said, leaning on the booth counter.  

 "Jake?" she asked. Jake was my last "thing." It was months ago, and he'd 

probably forgotten about me altogether. 

 "No, why'd he start stalking me now? Besides, he cut me off." 

 "Maybe he didn't. Maybe he's damaged goods or something. Maybe he sat up at 

night wondering why you stopped talking to him." 

 "It'd be a comedy of errors then, both of us waiting for a call. No, if I thought it 

was him, trust me, I'd tell you." 
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 "Well, I want you to think about this," she cautioned. "I'll be thinking about it too. 

I'm meeting Luke in an hour, I can ask him."  

 "Thanks, but no. I doubt an obsessive stalker is the kind of person he'd bother 

hanging out with. It would be bad for his image."  

 "Ok, babe. Well, be careful, alright? I'll call you later and we can talk about it."  

 

The next few weeks were un-extraordinary.  

 One morning, though, I got up late. I didn't normally sleep in. Not because of an 

abstract sense of adulthood or responsibility, but because, for whatever reason, my 

internal clock snapped me up at 7:13 regardless of sleep deprivation or hangover. Not 

that morning though. I had stayed up until midnight, hovering around, straightening up 

paper stacks, washing a week's worth of cereal bowls, and always near the phone. By 

midnight I knew nobody was calling. Another wasted night. I didn't know why I waited 

around for them when I could have just gone out by myself. But I knew I wouldn't have, 

even if I wanted to. I wasn't tired though. More hungry than anything, I had cooked 

dinner for myself, which I hadn't done in a while. Just rice, boiled vegetables and lean 

chicken. I actually made enough for two, and set the other plate across from me. 

Preparing the second meal was something of a ritual on the nights I stayed up to see it. 

I guess it was some strange way of making the shadow feel invited, to summon it. Not 

that I would welcome it in, of course. It could be anything, after all: a cloaked stalker 

with a knife, or a serial rapist. Anything. I ate in the dark, with a single candle on the 

table, and waited. After I had finished I read by candlelight until 3. The other plate was 

cold and the rice was dry and sticky. I was about to go to bed when I saw the shadow. It 
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crossed over from the left window. The left window? That didn't make any sense. That 

side of the walkway was a dead end, and it couldn't have gotten over there without me 

seeing it first. It drifted slowly, heavily, from the left window, disappeared behind the 

door, and reappeared behind the blinds on the right. Directly across from the kitchen 

table, directly in front of the seat with the frigid plate of food.  

 It waited.  

 It was like every other time I saw it: a solid shape, no arms, just a tower with 

broad, sloping shoulders, and a small head poking out of the top. It didn't have a neck, 

or at least the shadow, the distortion, didn't seem to have one. Like Bigfoot. Like the 

shaggy man. Even though the thing couldn't see through the vinyl blinds, even though I 

couldn't even tell if it was facing me or the street, the shadow knew where I was. The 

shadow had passed through the blinds, and stood across from me, perhaps wondering 

why I chose a candle, perhaps looking, disinterested, at the sticky rice and wrinkled 

chicken. The steamed vegetables are still good, I wanted to say, but my mouth was 

filled with shallow, excited breaths. Then, the shadow shrank. The thing was stepping 

away and dragging the shadow with it. It had been gone for a full three minutes before I 

got up slowly, quietly, from my seat. I didn't even scoot out the wooden chair; It would 

have been too noisy, so I just twisted and slid until I was free. I walked to the bedroom, 

the only room without any windows whatsoever, and turned on the bedside lamp. I kept 

a pocket-sized notebook on the nightstand, my sightings journal, which I flipped open to 

the next blank page, and titled with the date: 

 "Tuesday morning. 3 a.m.? Saw it. Right window. Tall, no neck. Bigfoot?"  
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 So, like I said, I was running late the next morning. It was only 9 o'clock, but I 

was supposed to be at the lab half an hour earlier. Not that they kept track of these 

things: it was student run, and we didn't have tight schedules. But I didn't like explaining 

why I was late to seven different people, especially when I couldn't really explain what I 

stayed up doing. 

 I brushed my teeth, washed my face and underarms (no time for a shower), and 

messed up my hair a bit. It was mornings like that I was glad I chopped my hair so 

short. A bit androgynous, but it got good reactions. On my way to the campus I stopped 

at the convenience store to get coffee. The same man worked the counter most days. 

He had a receding hairline, though he couldn't have been much older than myself, and a 

thick red mustache. We never really spoke, but I knew he recognized me, even with the 

new haircut. 

 When I set the coffee down on the counter, though, he slid it back to me, and 

asked if I wanted to pay for it.  

 I hesitated. Was this some kind of test? An in-store survey? Maybe he thought I 

had shoplifted something before, and was trying to lure me into a sense of security. Still, 

what was the harm? 

 “No?” I answered cautiously, drawing my voice up into a question. 

 “It’s yours,” he said with a wave of his hand. Like a magic trick. 

 “Seriously?” 

 “Yeah, we've started giving repeats free coffee once in a while.” 

 "Cool, well, thanks man." 
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 I lifted the cup to him, a salute, as I pushed out the door. "Thanks man?" It 

probably sounded ridiculous, but I didn't know what else to say. The whole thing caught 

me off guard, and I didn't have time to think of something clever and articulate. Not that I 

would have. 

 At the lab, I left my coffee on a table outside. We weren't allowed to bring food or 

drinks into the main room, which made sense. Contaminating results, making a mess, 

wasting valuable counter space, creating a distraction, getting foreign substances in 

your food and dying a slow and agonizing death as your body rotted from the inside. 

Still, sometimes when I was there alone I brought my coffee with me anyway. My own 

little way of bucking the system.  

 The senior students dominated the tables in the rear, so they got priority with 

equipment and table space. I didn't have anywhere specific to work, other than the 

"public" kiosks beside the door. They were small and had an awkward slant to them, 

probably an ergonomic design the university championed decades ago. Which was fine 

with me: I was just an assistant to Marcus. He was older, shy and awkward, but not 

completely unattractive. Not that I'd seriously considered it. But, most of the other 

graduate students were married. And boring. Or hideously maladjusted. And boring. 

They were not people you'd want to have a drink with, and limited prospects make your 

mind wander a bit.  

 At the time, I was watching Marcus' flies. In fact, most of the work we did involved 

fruit flies or amphibians, not rats and mice like you see on television. They have shorter 

lifer-spans, simpler tissue, and reproduce faster, which meant we could chart something 

like genetic deformities over generations in just a few weeks. Monitoring fly eggs was 
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simple really, just like the genetics test you did in junior high. Most mornings, I counted 

the eggs, minus ones that hatched, plotted the conditions on color-coded graph and 

adjusted the environment. Marcus' hypothesis was complicated, something to do with 

prescription blood-thinners, but the procedure, at least in that phase, wasn't. I wish there 

was something more interesting I could say about the place, but there isn't. If I didn't do 

exactly what I was supposed to, I wouldn't have been there long. I acted out in my own 

ways, like the coffee, or using short hand in my notes and using hash marks when 

numbers were the same rather than writing each individually. But when I typed a report 

for Marcus, it was always exact.  

 So, I counted the eggs, wrote the number of mature flies (fruit flies mature in less 

than a day), and placed an "x" on each space for the eggs that either hadn't hatched or 

had "ceased." That's a nice way of saying dead. We had all sorts of colorful ways do 

describe hideous malformations. I typed the results on preformatted carbon paper using 

the IBM typewriter in the workroom, and the rest of the time I cleaned the lab, which 

was also part of my duties. There was another student my age named Mitchell who 

helped, but I tried not to talk to him. He was the kind of kid that blurted "I love you" to 

any girl who spoke to him, so I kept my eyes on the floor when he was around. It 

seemed strange that my own apartment could be so filthy, and yet I was so meticulous 

when cleaning the lab. I suppose I was maintaining the world's average cleanliness. The 

average wouldn't improve, but it wouldn't get any worse. The sky would stay clear, 

coffee would remain free, fruit flies would survive disease and deformity, and the seas 

wouldn't rise up to swallow humanity for its filth. 
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 Mitchell finished his side and hung up his smock (we don't wear lab coats like the 

seniors), so Marcus and I were the only ones left. Marcus walked over from his table 

when he caught my eye. Why was I looking at him? Loneliness can make you an idiot, 

though. I knew this. I could analyze and reason with it, but in the end you're not a 

scientist, you're a lonely girl spending her nights alone, waiting by the phone, or hoping 

your peers might actually be more interesting than they really are.  

 "Looks like they're still putting you through the ringer," he said, noting the smock 

and mop. "So you still interested in toxicology?"  

 It was a rhetorical question, a joke. The kind of comment meant to up your spirit, 

to make you clap your hands together and say "hell yes- I can't wait to get my own 

terrarium of flies." But I didn't. I bit my lip. 

 "I don't know," I said looking at the floor as I mopped. 

 "Are you serious?" 

 "Very." 

 "You're in pretty deep for 'I don't know.'" 

 "I know." 

 "You do good work here. We'd be sorry to lose you," he said, putting his hand on 

my shoulder. "I'd be sorry, too." 

 I shrugged his hand off.  

 "I'm sure you'd survive," I said, less gravely. I smiled at him, dismissively I hoped, 

and went back to mopping. As he walked back to his table, I noticed for the first time 

that, with the low ceiling and bright florescent lights, people didn't cast shadows in the 
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lab. Meanwhile, the rest of the world spiraled outside, above ground, where I couldn't 

see it. 

  

 When I was finished, I went to my afternoon class, got lunch, and went home to 

sleep. It was only 4 o'clock, but I worked the door at Rebecca’s that night, so I wanted to 

get some rest. In fact, working at Rebecca's was something I did to feel normal. The 

other graduate students never came out: I never saw them getting dinner, I never saw 

them at shows, and I certainly never ran into them at the bars. It was a way for me to 

actually get out and see other human beings. Anyway, working the door at Rebecca's 

was pretty simple. Usually, kids coming in already had their IDs out, unless they were 

new, in which case I usually just snapped my fingers at them. I only checked the 

birthdates because I didn't really know how to spot a fake ID, but nobody was ever 

caught with one so I didn't care all that much. If there was a show, we had a cover of 7 

and 9 dollars on either side of 21. It they were over, I'd give them a wristband color-

coded by date. If they were minors, I drew a large "X" on each hand with permanent 

marker. During shows I also tracked the number of people coming in on a chart beside 

the cashbox. So on and so forth.  

 People coming in rarely made eye contact with me, and spoke even less, but 

overall the job was great. I got free drinks, I could smoke as much as I wanted, and best 

of all I could coast through 5 or 6 hours of work on autopilot. I used to read for my 

classes on slow nights, but I figured out how to get through them with minimum effort. I 

could sense what reading was superfluous, what was necessary for the tests and final 

papers, and what I could write about that required the least amount of research. I still 
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wasn't sure what I was doing there, the university I mean, so I thought it best not to 

invest myself too much yet.  

 When people asked what I was doing next, I never had an answer. My life to that 

point had been a disappointing connect-the-dots: you expected a jagged picture of a 

dinosaur, but you ended up with a girl (woman now) who had gone from point-to-point 

without thinking. School was always easy for me, so it wasn't hard to see how I ended 

up there without much planning. Because of my high school biology scores, I got a full 

scholarship to the university for the college of natural sciences. One thing sounded as 

good as another, and suddenly there I was starting in a toxicology lab on campus. Being 

intelligent and aimless is a dangerous thing in academia. 

 Once in a while, I'd actually go home with someone after work. I usually attracted 

the "scene" types- they probably liked that I was different from their set. They'd be 

sleeping with a future scientist, after all. Jake was one of those people. We kept seeing 

each other for a few weeks, maybe even close to two months depending on how you 

added these things up. "Jake," always seemed like a fake name to me. A pseudonym. 

But it was his real name, not short for Jacob, or a nickname. Just Jake. He had a black 

tattoo on his left arm, an art nouveau illustration, but for some reason he colored it in 

with permanent marker on the night we met. I didn't notice until I woke up the next 

morning, and the color had transferred to my right arm from sleeping side-by-side. He 

laughed when I walked back from the bathroom, still naked, and pointed it out. It was if I 

had been branded, claimed. Which I didn't mind terribly. He was unusually handsome 

for the kind of people I ran into at work, and was charming enough. He was also great in 

bed, which comprised most of the time we spent together. After a few more weeks of 
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this he cooled off. Nothing particular happened. He just shut down and stopped calling. I 

phoned two or three times, and he talked obligingly, but I knew I was wasting my time. I 

didn't want to be that pathetic tag along begging for attention. He also stopped coming 

to Rebecca's, or at least he did on the nights I worked. I suppose that was the cosmic 

balance too. Karma. I'd done the same thing to another guy I dated. Well, "dated" isn't 

really the right word when you just spent your evenings together, talking and fucking. 

There had to be a better one. Anyway, the town had that effect on you, I guess.  

 It was only 10:30 when Patsy walked in the door. Since it was Tuesday night the 

place was nearly empty, save for a DJ spinning out 80’s tracks with his girlfriend of the 

week. Patsy smiled at me when I put her arm band on, mouthed "I'll be right back," and 

disappeared into the bar. Twenty minutes later, she came back to the booth, set her 

drink down on the lip of the counter, and lit a cigarette.  

 “Don’t worry, I’m not walking out with it,” she muffled, with the stick pinched 

between her lips. I leaned in to so we could talk over the music. 

 “I’m not. What are you up to?” 

 “Nothing," she yelled, "I’m supposed to meet Luke here. We’re going to see his 

friend’s show.” 

 “I see.” The music stopped just as I yelled, and I smiled, embarrassed. Probably 

sound problems, I thought.  

 “We’d have invited you, but I knew you were working.” 

 “I don’t usually work Tuesdays,” I said, quieter this time. 

 “Well, you can’t come, can you?” she asked, looking at the booth. 

 “No, I guess it doesn’t really make a difference either way.” 
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 “Yeah, I’m not really in the mood to see it myself. It’s just some kids with cheap 

synthesizers. I don’t think I’ve ever even met them before.” 

 “So why are you going?” 

 “I don’t know. I don’t really have anything else to do.” She took a drag and 

exhaled theatrically. She could have gotten an award for it.  

 “Why don’t you stay here?” 

 “Darling, this place is hardly happening, is it?” Another track started, as if on cue, 

and the rhythm echoed in the empty bar. 

 “That’s not the point.” 

 “Well, I can’t just stand up here talking to you all night.” 

 “I suppose not.” 

 We sat (stood) in silence for a few moments, listening to the music. It was garish, 

obnoxious, but I'd gotten used to it at that point. I reached out with two fingers, and 

Patsy obligingly placed one of her cigarettes between them. She even lit it. Why couldn’t 

things be that again, I wondered. Not even a year ago, everything had been perfect. Dot 

by dot, I got there, to that moment, to that awkward silence.   

 “Have you seen your visitor again?” she finally asked, changing the subject. 

 “Last night, actually.”   

 “What were you doing that time?” 

 “I don’t really remember. Filling ice trays at the sink or something,” I said. I didn't 

want to tell her that I made two dinners. “I saw a shadow on the other side of the blinds, 

but when I opened the door it was gone.” Another lie: I never had the guts to actually 

open the door. 
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 “It?” she asked, cocking her eyebrow. 

 “Well, 'he,' 'she,' whatever 'it' is.” 

 “Andy, chicks don’t do creepy shit like that.” 

 “You’re probably right. But still, ‘it’ feels right. It’s hard to explain, but an ‘it’ is less 

scary than a ‘he.’ An ‘it’ can be up to anything, you just don’t know.” 

 “Yeah, 'it' might not be a sexual predator, 'it' might be a regular one, with fangs 

and claws.” 

 “Which would you rather it be?” 

 “I’d rather not think about it. You should watch yourself, seriously.” 

 “I know.” 

 “If I were you, I’d move. I don’t even know why you stay there. All you used to do 

was complain about the place, and now you have a ‘thing’ lurking on the walkway.” 

 “I know I should, but I can’t.” 

 “Why?” 

 Before I could answer Luke came in the door. He looked at me a moment, said 

“hey” as if he just came back from the bathroom, and grabbed Patricia’s hand. He was 

already turned to the door, but she held firm and stamped out her cigarette on the 

counter.  

 “Hey babe, don’t worry about it. Listen, we’ll come back after the show. You’re 

here until three, right?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Ok. I don’t want you walking back alone, alright? We’ll swing back by.” 
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 Patricia still cared about me. Really, she did. But she couldn’t help herself. She 

was swept up in the current of personalities stronger than her own, and I watched Luke 

pull her out the door and into the open sea.  

 I was expected to stick around and help the staff clean up until 3 or 4 in the 

morning, but the place was a dark dump: a few booths, a dance floor, and some pool 

tables in the back. It wasn't too hard to straighten up and mop it down. Again, balancing 

the world's average cleanliness. Still, I found the work relaxing. When I thought about 

the lab, suddenly mopping the floors at Rebecca's didn't seem too bad. I wondered if 

the shaggy man hung out in the shadows of places like that during the day. 

 It was almost 4 in the morning, almost an hour after I finished cleaning, and 

Patsy still hadn't shown up. Maybe I should have dedicated a journal to when I saw 

Patsy instead. I started walking home when she came running up.  

 “Sorry, Andy. I lost track of the time. We went to some after party at their house.” 

 I wanted to tell her not to bother. I wanted to tell her that she should stop trying to 

please everyone because she was doing a half-ass job of it- Luke was probably pissed 

that she left, and I wasn’t too happy that she was late. I wanted to ask her why I was 

always the one that worth being late for. But, instead, I found myself overjoyed that she 

actually showed up. How pathetic is that? My resolve blurred out into the white noise of 

an air conditioner across the alley, and all I could ask was if the party was any good. 

 “No, it was pretty lame. All younger. But it’s still going on if you want to stop by. 

The keg's floated, but they still have plenty of liquor, I think.” 

 I declined.  

 “I just want to go home and get some sleep.” 
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 We walked most of the way in silence. If she had something to say, she didn't 

give any indication. When we got to my place, I invited her in. It was late, but I wasn’t as 

tired as I thought, and I didn’t feel like milling around the apartment alone.  

 “Wow, you’ve really let this place go,” she exclaimed when she got in. She 

looked at the piles of papers, the ashtray, and the browning snake plant over the sink. 

 I made dinner, or breakfast I guess, for two, but Patricia was there to eat it that 

time. I also made two screwdrivers with the cheap vodka in the freezer. She ate a few 

forkfuls and looked up. 

 “So, do you think he’ll stop by tonight?” 

 I shook my head. 

 “I don’t know. It’s late, and I don't know if you being here changes anything.” 

 “Oh.” Patricia looked disappointed. After a few more bites, she changed the 

subject back to the party. Back to Luke. Before him, she used to have stories, and 

projects, but now she just had Luke, and that was that. I couldn't help but wonder if I 

ever acted like that. 

 “So are you two actually dating or what?” I finally asked. 

 “I wouldn’t call it that.” 

 “What would you call it, then?” 

 “I don’t know.” She took another bite, and chewed slowly, trying not to pin herself 

in a corner. Despite her glazed expression, I could tell she was choosing her words 

carefully. “I guess I’d say we’re ‘seeing’ each other.” 

 Fair enough. I didn’t really expect them to be formal about it. I didn’t really “date” 

myself; I just “hooked up,” “fucked,” and, as Patsy put it, “saw.” I kind of liked that- it left 
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the door open for something else without putting expectations on it. “Seeing,” as in, 

“we’ll see what happens next.” 

 “So we’re going to see another show on Friday. It’s supposed to be awesome. 

You should come with us this time.” 

 “Sure, but I’ll need a ride. My car's screwed up right now.” 

 “Maybe your stalker sabotaged it,” she joked.  

 “That's not funny, Patricia.” I was pulling out the proper name. She looked 

wounded. 

 “Sorry. Look, it's not a problem. We’ll call you when we’re leaving.” 

 Always “We’ll,” “We” and “Us.” She never spoke in the singular. She was part of 

the “Group.”  

 Patricia let herself out. I opened my journal, and wrote “saw Patsy- Didn’t see it.” 

  

 The next morning, I got up on time, 7:13, despite only sleeping for a few hours. I 

got ready, and bet myself that if the coffee was free again, I would see the shadow that 

night. When I got to the counter, though, the clerk was different, a younger girl I didn't 

recognize. She didn't look at me, and mumbled something about “89 cents.”  

“Not tonight,” I thought. I was surprised by how disappointed I felt. I felt silly, like I 

was 7, pulling the last petal at recess and sighing “likes me not.”  

 I paid for it, but I was stopped by the mustached clerk on the way out.  

 “Hey, hold on, you didn’t need to pay for that.” 

 He waved the other girl aside, and handed me change from the register. 

 “Here you go, sorry.” 
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 I stepped slowly out the door, unsure if a third person would appear and demand 

the change back. So what the hell did that mean, then? Was the bet cancelled? Was it a 

“no” since paid first? Or was getting the money back double luck? I didn't know. It was 

stupid to be thinking about anyway. I finally noticed his nametag, though: “Dan.” 

 At the lab I left the coffee on the table, again. I counted the flies, again. “X's” and 

colored hash marks. Only 7 had hatched, and 9 of the adults were dead. A negative 

birthrate.  There was nothing to transcribe, so I started cleaning. Nobody else was in 

there except for Marcus, so I brought my coffee in. I was cleaning the glassware that 

day anyway. I must have looked ridiculous, like a mad scientist, wearing a dark apron 

with my hair plastered back, sipping coffee with oversized, blue rubber gloves. I thought, 

for a moment, that I could feel the rhythm of people walking above ground, but it was 

just vibration from the ventilation. It made me feel colder, deeper. I shivered and kept 

scrubbing flasks, hardly noticing Marcus walk up. He was holding stack of papers and 

pretended to be distracted by them, though he probably wasn't because I couldn't 

remember the last time I actually read anything while walking. Then again, I wasn't a 

model student like Marcus. He stood next to me, and sighed a few times, but I didn't 

respond. I wasn't really in the mood for him that morning, his jokes and awkward 

attempts at charm. I wanted to clearly and firmly shut whatever door he thought may 

have opened the day before. “There are plenty of white-cloaked virgins in the hall you 

can bother,” I wanted to say. White coats, like wedding dresses on the pure, insecure 

and inexperienced who turned to an advanced degree because they missed some 

critical step in socializing, who waited to be rescued by someone like Marcus.  

 “Hey,” he finally said, looking up after I didn't acknowledge him. 
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 “Hey.” I kept twisting the brush inside a flask. Someone had boiled it dry, and 

there was black residue caked on the bottom. Why was the balance so important to me 

when nobody else gave a damn? 

 “Listen, the committee wants to see how we're doing so I need to pull together a 

presentation by Monday.” 

 “So? It's no big deal. We'll have it done in time.” Actually the presentation was a 

big deal, but I already knew about it. We always got out shit together in the end, and I 

just wanted to stop talking.  

 “I know, but we still need to plot everything. I was thinking that tonight...” 

 “Tonight's no good. I still need to transcribe a lot of it. I'll probably have it done 

tomorrow.” Which was a lie. I had already finished it the day before, but I was hoping to 

catch Patricia that night at work. 

 “I'm going to go ahead on the preface, though,” he said, trying to keep the ball in 

the air. 

 “Well, it's your project- you don't need my permission.” 

 “I know, but I'm going to need some of your numbers for part of it.” 

 “Alright, fine,” I surrendered. “We can work on it tonight, but I need to go to work 

first, so it won't be until later.” 

 “Ok,” he nodded, turning the clipboard around to me. “Could you write your 

address for me?” 

 I held up my wet hands, rubber gloves on display.  

 “I'll just get it from the phone list, then.” 

 “Sure.” 
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  That night I walked to Rebecca's. Since Marcus was coming over, I called one of 

the bartenders to see if they could cover the booth and let me off a few hours early. 

Marcus would be up all night regardless, but it seemed rude to have him over at 3 in the 

morning. Besides, the earlier he came over, the sooner he'd leave. I hoped, anyway.   

 13 “X’s”, 36 colored bands, 4 waved in for the show. Patsy never showed up; she 

was probably at The Pinch with Luke. I packed up and left when the bartender came 

over. 11:30. Not bad, I thought. 

 I became uneasy again on the walk home, though. The bar was dark, but there 

were people there, and hard-as-nails bartenders. Now, I was going back to the 

apartment. I couldn’t decide if I’d be more upset to find a childhood monster or Marcus 

waiting for me. Of course, nothing was at my door when I walked up, except a fat moth 

that had somehow survived the cold. 

 I wasn't home for more than a few minutes before Marcus knocked at the door.  

 “Hey, I just caught you,” he said. He must have been walking up the drive when I 

was still unlocking the door.  

 “Yeah, hi. So what still needs work?” I was ready to get down to business, ready 

to distract myself. Marcus was wearing a light blue oxford, as always. He'd look looser, 

even approachable if he just rolled up the sleeves, but he always wore them down, 

buttoned tightly around his wrists. I suddenly realized I'd never seen his bare arms 

before. He was always wearing a lab coat or one of his hundred identical, light-blue 

button-ups. I wondered if someone like him would have a tattoo. Something like Jake's, 

something that he kept hidden to look more professional. It was possible, but he'd have 
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to have undergone some spectacular transformation to become the transparent, 

awkward toxicologist standing in my threshold. Maybe he lost someone important, 

someone who was poisoned and set him on the path of toxicology. Or maybe that was 

making him too interesting. He was carrying an extra bag in addition to the backpack 

and briefcase packed with reports. It was probably wine or something ridiculous. I 

couldn't help but ask him. 

 “Ok, I give. What's in the bag?” 

 “Just something to make this a little more pleasant.” He pulled out a bottle of 

Merlot. Great. “Do you have any glasses?” he asked. I pointed to the cabinet. 

 After a few hours of work, small talk, and two glasses of wine, I got up from the 

table, and sat on the floor in the shady side of the room. Why was it that I could so 

successfully drive away people like Jake and yet still manage to attract people like 

Marcus, people who misinterpret even professional relationships as something 

meaningful?  

 We worked in near silence for a few hours, with Marcus cracking an awkward 

joke once in a while. The wine must have loosened him up. I barely had any, but I was 

tired as hell, and put my head on the table to rest. 

 Still halfway submerged in the haze of sleep, I realized that something was under 

my skirt. A hand, fumbling awkwardly for the edge of my panties. I cautiously opened 

my eyes, and saw Marcus sitting beside me, hand down his pants, massaging himself. 

Fortunately, inexperience was on my side for once. I pushed him back, hard enough 

that he hit his head on the back of my desk.  
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 “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I yelled, still half asleep and in no direction in 

particular. 

 He stood in front of the door, almost hunching, like a dog that had been caught 

peeing on the rug. His fly was still undone, making the scene even more pathetic.  

 “Listen, Andrea…” 

 I was ready for it, whatever it was. “You’re not going to tell anyone about this?” 

“This doesn’t affect our lab work does it?” “I was my fault, I misunderstood, and I hope 

we can work past this.” 

 “Andrea,” he repeated, “I need the papers.” 

 The papers? The papers? After what just happened, he was asking about the 

goddamn papers? 

 “You can fucking keep them.” 

 I picked up the stack with both hands and hurled it clumsily at him. Had they 

been on a clipboard I probably could have hit him in the face. I could have gashed him 

across the nose with a discus spiraling under the weight of a hundred carbon copies 

and a thousand “x's.” But, instead, the loose papers just spread out and around in mid 

air, like confetti landing all around him, a few touching his feet. A small victory, I 

suppose.  

 “Just get the hell out.” 

 “About the lab…” 

 “Out!” 

 With any luck, I thought, the thing would be out there already, ready to tear him 

to pieces for screwing with its mate, its caretaker. Simple, alpha-male territoriality finally 
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serving a purpose. But no. Marcus opened the door and disappeared under the 

walkway lamps. Then again, I would have had a body on my hands anyway. I would go 

to prison, no, an institution for brutally slaying an outstanding student. Nobody would 

believe me, screaming and raving about shadows and monsters. I stayed up until 

daybreak, and brought my journal out to the kitchen table.  

 “Didn’t see it.”  

 I wanted to write more, but I didn't. 

 

 I slept through most of Friday. I didn’t have any intention of going into the lab. 

Marcus had everything he needed. I woke up early, at first, like I normally did. I had 

nothing to do, so I walked to the convenience store. I paid for my coffee, though. The 

mustached clerk, Dan, was tallying something behind the register, and didn’t make eye 

contact. I didn’t have a wager running that time, though, so I didn’t mind. It was the 

balance again, I told myself. I couldn’t get free coffee every morning. I called Patsy 

again, even though I knew she'd be at work. I needed to talk to someone. I set the 

coffee on the kitchen table, and decided to go back to bed. I didn't really know what to 

do. I didn't have any plan whatsoever, so I decided to wait for the show that Patsy told 

me about. I needed to talk to someone, anyone. I tried calling her house immediately 

after she got off work, but I just got her machine. I climbed back into bed, and forced 

myself to sleep until 7. I got up, tried to call her again, and decided to get ready anyway. 

I waited. 

 At 9, I put in a tape. Night of the Living Dead.  

 I tried calling one last time at 10, and made some coffee. Still no call.  
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 Then I saw the shadow. The lights were off for the movie, so it might not have 

even known I was home. It didn’t move this time, it didn’t sway. It just stood. Then, I saw 

it drift across the walkway. The shadow didn’t appear on the other side, so I knew it 

stopped behind the door. It must have. I needed to do something: I'd just cast one 

monster from my life, so I guess I felt more comfortable facing the other. 

 Surprised at my boldness, I put a hand on the doorknob. I hadn't turned it more 

than halfway when the phone started ringing in the kitchen. The shadow didn’t move, or 

flee. I knew it must have heard the phone, though.  

 I froze, the knob still half-turned. 

 The phone rang again. I knew it wouldn't disconnect for 8 rings, so I had time. 

But time to do what? I couldn’t answer the door, I couldn’t greet the shaggy man, or 

whatever it was, and then excuse myself for the phone. “I’m sorry, could you wait right 

there? I really need to take this.”  

 The phone rang a fifth time.  

 Fuck it. I let go of the knob, and it clicked back loudly. I knew the shadow would 

come back. My social life might not be so forgiving.  

 I grabbed the phone in the dark, on the seventh ring. It was Patricia.  

 “Hello?” 

 “Andy?” There was a lot of noise in the background. 

 “Yes?” I said meekly. I was suddenly self-conscious about the shadow hearing 

me. 

 “Hello?” She yelled again. I realized she was on a payphone.  

 “Yes, Patsy, I’m here! Where the hell are you?” 
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 “We’re at the show.” 

 “What do you mean you’re at the show?” I asked. 

 “I mean we got here an hour ago. Where are you? Are you still coming?” 

 “You didn't call me.” 

 “I know! As soon as I remembered I found a payphone.”  

 “You were supposed to give me a ride!” 

 “We were? Luke drove. I didn’t know he was supposed to pick you up. I would 

have said something. Did he know?” 

 “No! You were supposed to tell him.” 

 “Oh, Andy, I’m sorry. Can you still make it here?” 

 “No! I don’t have a car!” 

 “Can’t you call one of your friends?” 

 “Like who? Everyone’s with you!” 

 “I can talk to Luke. Maybe he can some pick you up.” 

 I knew he wouldn’t, but I waited without turning around. After a few seconds, the 

receiver was picked back up. 

 “Andrea?” 

 “What.” 

 “I’m sorry but…” 

 “He doesn’t feel like driving?” I guessed. 

 “Yeah. I’m sorry, babe. Maybe next time. Do you want me to stop by after the 

show?” 

 “No, it’s fine. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
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 I hung up the phone. I don’t know why I said I’d talk tomorrow. It would probably 

be days before I heard from her again. I was back in the dark apartment again. 

 I spun back around to the door, hesitated a second, and threw it open.  

 Nothing.  

 Nothing but the buzzing of the walkway lamp overhead, and another fat moth 

bumping into it. Or maybe it was the same one.  

 I picked the notebook up from the kitchen table where I left it the night before, 

and sat down on the threshold, pulling my skirt up so I could sit. I didn’t really give a shit 

if somebody saw me. It was cold, but I didn't care about that either. I watched my 

breath, and I wondered about Jake and his tattoo, about how Marcus was going to 

explain the disappearance of his beloved assistant, about all of Patsy's old projects that 

she dropped when Luke came along, about the murky depths that the shaggy man 

probably sank back to. After twenty minutes, I lit a cigarette and opened the notebook.  

 “This town is killing me.”  
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             How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism 

 

Dear Sir or Madam, 

 Thank you for your continuing patronage of the “Social Empowerment” series 

(Series C) of correspondence courses offered by The Foundation. We hope you have 

found success with our previous offerings, “Balancing Your Poet and Caveman/woman 

for Greater Sexual Returns” (Course C6-36), “Rewind: Pornography and a Healthy 

Bedroom” (Course C7-14) and “Understanding Human Relationships Through 

Toxicology” (Course C1-16a). We hope that your most recent order, “How You Can 

Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism” (C12-1), titled “Coping With Dependency” 

in previous catalogues, helps you in your quest for personal growth and enrichment.  

 The bottom of this fax includes a receipt for payment and a self-addressed form 

for a FREE catalogue of our future “Social Empowerment” courses for spring. Please 

cut along the dotted line and save this receipt for your files. In addition, we want to 

remind you that The Foundation also offers, and encourages, use of our physical 

faculties and weekly seminars. Remember, you can only go so far on your own. 
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Course C12-1 “ How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism” 

PROCTOR'S NOTE: It has been brought to our attention by various patrons that exercises such 

as this one contain “clearly gendered” characterizations that may interfere with individual  goals 

and/or the user's overall experience. We would like to apologize for this, and assure users that 

future versions of this course will be duly updated. However, for the time being, we would also 

like to remind patrons that we at The Foundation do not ascribe to the convention that certain 

behaviors or attributes are inherently gendered. We like to think that, in the end, we are all 

equally  capable of drawing on the same rich range of emotions and reactions. However, if you 

feel that such passages in the course interfere with your experience or Personal Growth Goals 

(The P.G.G. chart included with your first course), please feel free to substitute a character's 

behavior with a dominant social paradigm you are more comfortable with. For example: 

 “Sobbing” (feminine) <--> “Hunched his/her back with a look of confused abjection” (masculine) 

 Easy, right? Foundation editors have compiled an exhaustive list of examples on a pink sheet 

 packed in with the course. Patrons uncomfortable with handing a pink sheet can make a 

 photocopy, or send for a replacement sheet printed on orange card stock. We apologize for any 

 inconvenience.  

Step 1: Opening Exercise, Lesson Goals, and Establishing Characters & Persona 

You, the reader: 

 In this exercise, you play the role of a 20-year-old student. You tend to make 

yourself necessary in relationships. This is common in nature. Animals have niches, 

meaning they serve specific functions in an ecosystem. Some inhabitants, such as 

plants, recycle carbon dioxide and serve an important role in the nitrogen cycle. Some 

animals, such as carrion eaters and worms, serve an important role in decomposition. 

You are not a worm, however. You are a human being. But you can still make yourself 

necessary in your social ecosystem. Indispensible, even. Let’s say, for example, that 

you’re accommodating, and always willing to lend a helping hand. This is a good start, 
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and it makes people dependent on you for things they might otherwise not accomplish 

themselves. You can be the ride they need to a friend’s party, or the person they call 

when they don’t want to have lunch alone. Being more specific, let’s say that you’re 

good with electricity and mechanics. This means that whenever they find a vintage lamp 

that needs rewiring, or the timing belt in their car makes a squealing noise, they call you 

first. You look handy, and it makes you seem more capable than you might actually be. 

This is the value of specialization. 

PROCTOR'S NOTE: Please remember, the following “name spaces” are gender neutral. We at 

The Foundation do not wish to encourage one lifestyle or choice in friends over another. Please 

refer to the pink sheet should the person you chose not correspond with the actions you desire in 

the exercise.  

Character One: Roslyn 

 There will be one friend, inevitably, who comes to depend on you more than the 

others. This is symbiosis. Under the best circumstances, this is “mutualism,” meaning 

both animals benefit equally. Please write the name of this person above. You met this 

character only a year ago, and already she's you’re closest friend.  The two of you 

spend most of your time together. She doesn’t have a car, and she’s not very handy or 

experienced, so you do a lot of work for her. You even repaired the portable turntable 

that you two spend your weekends listening to. Some of your friends say that she’s 

using you. But you remind them that, in nature, this is called symbiosis. There are, for 

example, certain species of bird that clean the mouths of crocodiles, and there are 

bottom-feeding fish that clean the gills of sharks. These animals aren’t eaten because 

the predators know they’re useful, and they are in turn given safety and nourishment. 

This isn’t to compare you to a bottom feeder. You are a human being. But, like in 
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nature, you are nourished by her attention. She becomes a social umbrella that protects 

you, and you never have to be alone. Everybody wins in symbiosis.  

Character Two- Character One's Other Friend: Joey. 

 This individual is Roslyn’s oldest friend, and current roommate. She is older than 

either of you: 23. She's an “adult.” She's trying to be a writer, though the only evidence 

you've seen of it is her dramatic, articulate monologues. Perhaps this is because you 

only see her when you are with Roslyn, and until now you have had little personal 

contact with her. You both, however, share a common disgust for Character Three. 

Character Three- Character One's Partner: Detland.  

 Roslyn’s partner is a child. No, not because he’s immature, though he most 

certainly is. It’s because he’s 17, perhaps 18, and just finished high school. His mother 

died two years ago, which you cynically refer to as “the best thing that ever happened to 

him.” You think that he uses her death as a free pass, and you’re convinced he brings it 

up in conversation (which he frequently does) for sympathy, or to appear damaged and 

“real.” You feel this way because he hasn’t visited her grave once since the burial. This 

judgment is the only thing you and Joey ever bonded over. Other participants have 

found it useful to choose the name of a competitor from their past, someone who they 

feel has undeservedly garnered the affections or attention of a friend or loved one. 

Character Four- Your Other Friend: Miles. 

 This character is a satellite in your life. You spend time together occasionally, 

and get along well enough. It is a “friendship of mutual convenience.” Again, 

“Mutualism.” 
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Course C12-2 “ How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism” 

Step 2: Getting Involved & The Inciting Incident 

  By this point, you and Roslyn share everything. Maybe not everything, but you 

feel like you understand her math. It's like high school algebra: your answer may be off 

but you still get credit for using the correct equation. However, you also know that, in 

real life, the difference of a fraction can bury a satellite. It's best not to get too confident.  

You two even slept together a few times. Not that it affected the friendship at all. 

You are an adult now, and this is a “casual relationship.” She confesses that she was a 

virgin until only a month before you met, something that actually surprises you. You tell 

her, in exchange that you've only been with two as well: her and “the first.” You tell her 

that you only saw “the first” once, that your first sexual encounter was with a complete 

stranger. She takes a drag off her cigarette, unimpressed. 

 “Yes, well, that's pretty common for [Individuals Similar to Yourself],” she says. 

 You shake your head, not in agreement, but because you're not exactly sure how 

to react. The two of you do everything together. You begin to supplant her other friends, 

specifically her roommate Joey. Joey has been friends with Roslyn for years, and once 

in a while their requisite spats land Roslyn at you apartment for days. Still, Joey spends 

time with both of you once in a while. You know she feels ousted. Probably envious. 

She treats you coldly, despite your attempts at friendliness. It doesn’t help that Roslyn 

keeps her friends compartmentalized. You’re never part of the stories she tells, or the 

trouble Joey and her get into when they’re actually on good terms. You cannot help but 

feel somewhat excluded from her life, a small circle outside of the Venn diagram. But, 

you tell yourself, this is only natural. Different friends, different friendships. In fact, 
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sometimes you feel better for it. You’re the person she bares her soul to. You’re the 

person she comes to when she wants to relax. Always remember, you have a niche. 

She can hate Detland, she can be livid with Joey, but you have never fought.  

 Once in a while Roslyn needs money, which you are reluctant, but willing, to give 

her. You aren't much better off than she is; you're just a courier downtown. However, 

you reason, you would probably spend the money going out with her anyway. Over 

time, though, she spends more time with her boyfriend, Detland. He rents a room in a 

house across town, which he shares with three other people. You and Miles once had a 

mutual friend who lived there. Miles even lived on the living room couch for few months. 

You know the house well, and it seemed intent on remaining a fixture in your life.  

 Roslyn and Detland break up and reunite constantly. She always asks you to 

drive her to his house when they are having it out. She asks you to wait for her, that it 

will only be a minute, and she disappears inside for hours while you read outside, or 

sleep. You often had work in the morning, but you didn’t mind. She doesn’t know your 

work schedule, and you knew she'd want to talk when she finally returned. “If it makes 

her happy,” you tell people. You appear better than you are, a true friend. But, you also 

hope that each fight you enable, sponsor, will be the last. You’re sure she’d be happier 

without him, and that things could get back to normal: midnight conversations, dinners 

together, dumpster diving, spinning through each other’s records. Simple.  

 Things continue like this for several months. Always, you feel like a spectator. 

But she still needs you. You pick her up, you answer her calls, you comfort her, you 

make her smile in a way you’re certain is reserved for you. There is, however, a turning 

point.  
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 Roslyn comes to your door one night in November. She is shivering in the cold.  

 “I need your help with something,” she asks. She is looking at the floor. Your first 

thought, a reasonable one, is that it's another fight, and she wants a ride.  

 “Sure, what?” you ask, already pulling on a coat.  

“I need to get into Detland's place.” 

 “You mean, take you there?” 

 “No, I mean, I need to get in.” 

 She isn't any more specific than that so, with a complicit nod, you agree to help 

Roslyn break into her boyfriend's house.  

PROCTOR'S NOTE: This is, of course, illegal, and The Foundation doesn't condone illegal 

activities, depending on the laws and codes of your state of residence. However, we feel that this 

makes our exercise more lifelike. Remember, for the sake of this course you are playing the role 

of an impulsive, shortsighted 20-year-old. Try to remember what kind of person you were when 

you were 20, hone in, and channel it. However, if you simply can't, or weren't the type of 

individual who acted out (granting that Authoritative Opposition Disorder is common in youth), just 

use the gift of your imagination, or order our course “Harnessing the Power of 'IF'“ (B2-83 in the 

Spring catalogue) before you continue. Order forms are located at the back of the packet. 

You don't know what she's planning, but you're willing to help, and it's a chance 

for you to finally participant in the stories she tells. She needs a ride anyway, you 

remind yourself. This house sits on a hillside, surrounded by trees (see fig.1). The rear 

of the house hangs off the back of the hill, and below it, on a lower floor not accessible 

from the street, is another single-bedroom sublet and an old garage that the tenants use 

for storage. The garage has large, swinging doors with a padlock that’s never latched 

because the residents keep their bicycles inside. The lights on the ground floor are off, 

so you know it's safe.  
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(fig.1)  

PROCTOR'S NOTE: Please refer to the diagram for this exercise. We have chosen this 

particular domicile because it is the same building donated to The Foundation by Phillip 

Hardly for use in the team building and social acclimation courses offered at our physical 

address. We would like to take this chance to remind you that The Foundation also 

offers, and encourages, use of our physical faculties and weekly seminars. Remember, 

you can only go so far on your own.  

 “How can we get in,” she asks, as the two of you walk down the driveway. 

 You're tempted to say you don't know. To shrug and light a cigarette. To go 

home. Then, you suggest breaking a window, which you know she won't do.  

 She calls your bluff. 

 “We're not busting a window,” she says. “You've known this place forever. You 

should know how to get in.” 
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 Again, she's depending on you, so you have no choice. You must maintain the 

image. You are the necessary friend, after all.  

 You unhinge the padlock, and crack the door wide enough to squeeze in. You 

can't find the lights, so you hold up a lighter. 

 “Are the keys down here?” she asks quietly, standing close enough that you feel 

her breath. Or maybe you just think you can feel it because you can see it in the 

November chill. 

 “No,” you can say with smug experience, “something better.” Or you can play it 

cool, hold your finger to your lips and just motion for her to follow. The choice is yours. 

Either works well for this exercise.  

 She looks at you, confused, but she follows, holding onto the sleeve of your 

jacket. In the back of the long garage, past the water heater, is a door. It's a stairway, 

with steps that are dangerously narrow, shallow and steep. It’s obviously a late addition 

to the house, added during one of the countless renovations in which the estate was 

carved up into smaller and smaller units, like a Zygote splitting into more and more cells 

as it matures. An ancient embryo that has yet to be born, even as the paint and 

paneling decays and strips away from the sides. Or maybe it's simply shedding as it 

grows. In nature it's important to maintain perspective. Are you a pessimist or an 

optimist? This house would be a good test of your outlook on life. 

 “Where does it go,” she asks. “I never noticed this before.” 

 “The utility,” you tell her. “You've probably never been in there.” 

  She just nods; she knows the floor above has many rooms, closets, foyers and 

tucked away corners. You are cold and tired, and you don't have much desire to break 
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into someone's home, although technically speaking you aren't breaking in if the door is 

unlocked. Besides, there's something exciting about it nonetheless. You are sharing a 

unique moment with Roslyn, and you're the one leading the way through the dark. She 

squeezes both sides of your arm to brace herself on the stairs, and perhaps to keep 

from fading into the darkness behind her. You close your lighter and pull her into the 

utility.  

 “Wow,” she whispers. “Thanks.” 

 Roslyn disappears down the hall and around the corner, to Detland's room.   

 You lean against a built-in bookshelf in the hall. Even in the dimness, you can 

see that it is littered with unidentifiable trinkets and junk mail. You waste a few minutes 

rifling through the coupons, phone bills and “special offers.” 

 What is she doing in there? Looking for something? It couldn’t be drugs: she 

abuses prescriptions, but nothing hard. It’s one of her harmless ways of acting out. You 

prefer cheap liquor, personally, but to each their own. Fucked up is fucked up. Maybe 

she is taking something back that belonged to her? Why wouldn't she just ask for it, 

then? Maybe they were on the rocks for real this time. 

You keep waiting. Maybe she's leaving something? She didn't have anything on 

her, so it is probably a letter. Why so desperate to leave it? It couldn't be a happy letter.  

 She comes back, crying. 

 Before you say anything, though, you touch her shoulder and try to catch her 

eye. This makes you seem stable, dramatic, worried. It gives the other person a chance 

to collect their thoughts. Remember: When someone is upset, never lose your 

composure, or badger him or her excitedly, asking what's wrong. Just touch them, and 



 

 
 

117 

stay calm. Think of it like rescuing someone drowning: if you jump in and start panicking 

you'll both die. 

 It works. She puts her arms around you. Her breathing slows down. Remember 

that the person will speak in his or her own time.  

 “He’s missing,” she finally says.  

 “What do you mean ‘missing’?” you ask, but she starts sobbing uncontrollably, 

and buries her face in you. She's shuddering. You've never seen her cry before, ever. 

Which is almost understandable. Some people weep, but Roslyn's crying, her shaking, 

is like a force of nature. Someone who cries like that shouldn't indulge in it lightly. You 

stand there, uncertain, holding her in the hallway of an ancient house you didn't belong 

in. The hallway was silver and black in the moonlight. You are standing together, inside 

of a ghost, outside of time. You should take a minute to absorb this. To appreciate the 

eeriness and vulnerability. You won't have many moments like this in your life.  

 When you hear someone at the front door, though, you stiffen up.  

 [Fuck/Shit/Damn]. You can't decide how best to vocalize your distress. Instead, 

you just whisper “not now.”  

 Roslyn doesn't seem to notice. The front door is visible down the other end of the 

hall, and there are shadows on the thin curtain. Large shadows, distorted by the orange 

sodium light in the street. [They/He/She/It] can't find their keys in the dark, so, still 

holding Roslyn, you wheel back into the utility. 

 You don't use the lighter, you are Man without fire, and the two of you nearly 

plummet down the stairs. Roslyn trips and plunges into your back. Suddenly you're 

falling forward, and bury hard into the door she closed behind her earlier. The door is 
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hollow, and covered with thin wood and chipped veneer that splits audibly around your 

body, cushioning you. The two of you spill onto the concrete floor, and wait in the dark 

until the footsteps are clearly overhead, deep inside the house. Roslyn isn't touching 

you, even though she's shivering. She still hasn't said anything, but you refuse to ask 

“what's wrong.” There's something so clumsy about it, so helpless and inarticulate. 

Whatever the strange air of that hallway was, you want to keep it, you want to appear 

stronger and dependable, so you just say, in a low voice, looking ahead:  

 “I'm sorry.”  

 It sounded good, but, sorry for what, you think? Sorry for almost getting caught? 

Sorry for the fall? Sorry for any one of the hundreds of possibilities she saw or didn't see 

in the bedroom? 

 “Thanks,” is all she said.  

 You look at her without responding; you cannot answer ambiguity with ambiguity. 

The moonlight from the garage door is faint. She pushes her short hair back up and to 

the side. Her hair actually looked good laying flat, you think to yourself, and with the 

dried tears, the smeared eye shadow and silver glow she looks unnaturally tender, the 

living ghost of melancholy. 

 “I don't know how to say this,” she finally continues, “but I think Detland's 

missing. I mean, really, 'we should go to the police' missing.”  

 You're quiet. You don't ask for details, or how she knows. In fact, your first 

thought, one you'll feel guilty about later, is “good.” He'd be out of the picture, she'd get 

over him eventually, and things would return to normal.  

 But.  
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 That isn't the kind of person you are. It's the kind of person you need to be. The 

kind of person who takes charge and takes risks to get what he/she wants, and doesn't 

dwell on consequences. But you are not this person. She means more to you than that. 

This is the result of prolonged symbiosis. Your friendship has become something else: 

“commensalism.” Commensalism is one-sided, and reflects most human relationships. 

However, if you had these thoughts, don't worry too much: that too, you can tell 

yourself, is simply an intrusion of nature, like the gravity that layered the two of you into 

the door, cracking it in the middle and tearing the top hinge out of the door frame.  

 The situation is infinitely simpler than you thought, and at the same time Roslyn's 

reality, the one you stood outside of, is deeper and broader than you realized.  There is 

something genuinely terrifying it. He could be dead; he could have done something 

horrible and gone into hiding. It doesn't matter. In a moment, in the middle of a small, 

city neighborhood, Detland's fate becomes your concern. It's not an easy thing to 

swallow. Many times, you've read a newspaper, and come across an article about a 

jogger, or fisherman, who discovers a corpse. Almost always a murder victim. You 

imagine what it feels like to be the jogger/fisherman making the discovery, how that 

other person, the body that is, the scale of life, the investigation, washes away the 

foundation of their day-to-day lives. And all they probably wanted was a little exercise, 

or a catfish.  

 The street lamps, and the thin mist waving up and down in their beams look 

different, sinister. But, as always, you are at her side.  
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Course C12-3 “ How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism” 

Step 3: Gaining Perspective 

 For the sake of this exercise, let us assume that Roslyn does something to force 

your move. Many times, a person gains perspective when there is a major shift in the 

status quo, or with the introduction of outside views. In our case, let’s imagine a 

circumstance in which Roslyn is removed from the equation for a few days. This could 

be accomplished in a variety of ways: she can take a camping trip, or visit a sick 

relative. However, for the sake of pacing, let’s keep it punchy and dramatic.  

 After the police interviews and hospital searches, things start settling down. 

Detland is still nowhere to be found, and Roslyn stops answering your phone calls. You 

try not to get upset about it. She is dealing with a considerable burden, you remind 

yourself. Still, her absence is tangible, as if she is sitting in the room and refusing to 

speak. You spend your evenings with Miles. You tell him about Detland, but you never 

mention the house, or the moment in the hallway. 

 Roslyn eventually calls one evening, and tells you that she's going to stay with 

her brother and sister-in-law a few cities over, that she needs to get herself in order. 

You agree, and tell her to call if she needs anything. Two days later, though, you get 

another call, this time from Roslyn's brother. He tells you that she's going to stay a few 

more weeks, that she was admitted into a psychiatric hospital, and that she wanted you 

to know. You take the news surprisingly well. She is dealing with a considerable burden, 

you remind yourself again, and perhaps this will help her. Still, you visit her as soon as 

possible. 
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 When you see Roslyn in the visitation room, you don't mention Detland. This 

takes a bit of effort. She's still herself, though slightly sedate. It is still her eyes, her half-

smile, and her voice saying, almost self-consciously, “hey kid, long time.” 

 When you get home that evening, Joey calls. Before you can ask how she found 

your number, she asks to ride with you the next time you visit. 

 The two of you drive out the next day, and you decide to stop for dinner after 

visiting. Your life for the past week has consisted solely of work and Miles, and you're 

eager to milk any outside contact. Besides, you think, it could be interesting- You've 

never spent time with Joey alone. 

 Joey continues to act nonplussed after the visitation. She talks about the menu, 

and the restaurant, and her parent's trip to the Mediterranean the previous month. She 

hasn't mentioned Roslyn since you left the hospital. You're growing frustrated. You 

know she's not going to bring it up on her own.  

 “So, what do you think?” you finally ask. 

 “About dinner?” 

 “No, about Roslyn.” 

 “Oh, I needed to see it to believe it,” she says.  

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean she needs to get over herself.” 

 You're shocked.  

 “I doubt she's being kept there for fun.” 

 “Seriously? You think she’s being kept there? Is that what she told you? She’s 

there for voluntary counseling, dude. She can leave anytime she wants.” 
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 “How do you know that?” 

 “Her brother.”  

 “You spoke to her brother?” 

 “Yeah, the hospital called him, you know, next of kin, and then he called me. 

They said Roslyn wanted you to know, so I gave them your number.” 

 “I don't understand.” 

“There’s nothing to understand. She’s the director of her own stage. Detland 

vanishes, then she shows up in a hospital and rallies the cast for act two.” 

 “That’s fucking harsh.”  

 “Well, maybe there are nicer ways to say it, but it’s basically true. She's just 

pissed, and she wants to think she needs help to get over it. Or, at least she wants 

everyone else to think she needs help getting over it.” 

“You mean she planned this?” 

 “No, not planned. There's no planning with her. It's just how she is. I don't doubt 

she thinks she's serious, but it's just her routine and you’re in too deep to realize it. 

You’re too nice to her.”  

 “But I don’t think I’m all that nice.”  

 “Are you kidding? It’s all over you!” 

 “How?” 

 “You’re too fucking accommodating. Not just to her either. To everyone. I bet you 

were planning to pay for dinner.” 

 You swallow. 

 “So?” 
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 “So? So, see?” 

 “What’s wrong with that? It was my idea to eat, and you’re keeping me 

company.” 

 “And, it doesn’t matter,” she sighs. Her expression lightens and she pats your 

hand pejoratively, like a dog. But you're not a dog. “Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out 

eventually.” 

 “And if I don’t?” 

 “There are no happy endings for people like that.” 

 “Wonderful.” 

 “Isn’t it?” 

 On the drive home, you consider what Joey said. There's more going on, 

obviously, but in the back of your mind you're preoccupied how you couldn't know; that, 

despite you're proximity to Roslyn, part of her is living in another reality that she isn't 

willing to share with you. Detland lives in this world with her. You are an outsider, a prop 

on the stage. 

 You and Joey go out again the next afternoon. You visit Roslyn for a few minutes 

while Joey waits in the car, smoking and reading plays. Seeing Roslyn feels different 

this time. “She can leave anytime she wants,” you're thinking, “but I'll still probably come 

out every single day.” You suddenly want to bolt as soon as possible. Roslyn asks if 

Joey came again, too, and you tell her “no.” You and Joey stop for dinner again on the 

way home. Mexican food this time. While Joey is in the bathroom, you thumb through a 

newspaper, and notice an advertisement for a “Social Empowerment” series. You write 

the number on a napkin and tuck it in your pocket.   
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 “I can't believe she's actually sticking with it,” Joey says, seating herself. 

 “Yes,” you agree, “but still, the kid is missing, maybe dead. That would push most 

people into a corner.” 

 “He's not dead.” 

 “What?” 

 “I promise you, wherever he is, he's fine.” 

 “What do you mean? How can you know that?” 

 “Because I drove her to the police while you were checking hospitals for her. I 

was with her during questioning.” 

 What? There is still information you don't know about? How? You've been at 

ground zero throughout the entire ordeal. You are the only person visiting her, even. 

The one who got her into the house in the first place. You're excited, upset, but you ask, 

as calmly as you can: 

 “Ok, tell me, what am I missing here?” 

 “You mean she didn't tell you?” 

 “Tell me what?” 

 “About the 'blood' in his room?” 

 You don't know how to process this. It's lacking context. Was that what she found 

in the bedroom? Why didn't she say anything? Why did she say “I think he's missing,” 

and not “holy shit there's blood in his room?” You're lost. You maintain eye contact and 

fold your hands in front of your mouth. This is an effective way to keep your footing in a 

difficult conversation.  

 Joey continues.  
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 “Anyway, she was explaining all of this to the police. At first, I thought he actually 

went through with it, that the prick was actually bleeding to death in a gutter 

somewhere. I'm ashamed to admit that I hoped he was.”  

 You don't tell her that you thought the same thing. You stay silent. Eye contact. 

 “So, the police take us back and you know what they find? A washcloth. A single 

washcloth with some blood on it. I swear to God, I've bled more from kitchen accidents. 

I don't know what bullshit that kid said about himself,” she paused, “actually we know 

damn well what he probably said about himself, but either way that stain was enough to 

convince Roslyn that he'd tried to kill himself.”  

 “And that's why you think she's at the clinic?” 

 “Exactly. She has no sense of perspective. It's just the world that stupid 

teenagers like them live in. She’ll leave when the scene’s over, and it’ll be another notch 

on her belt. People like her put a lot of energy into a dossier, into being miserable and 

escaping the tyranny of their parent’s wealth.”  

 “Parent’s wealth?” 

 “Yeah, her parents are loaded. You didn’t know?” 

 Yet another degree of separation. You can feel it physically this time, the tectonic 

movement between the two of you. How much a part of Roslyn’s life are you? You 

wanted to be upset, but it was your own fault. Maybe Roslyn exaggerated, for effect, or 

to get her way, but you were the one who believed her. But you don’t realize this. Not 

right away. No, your first thought is all the money you’d lent her in the last year. Over 

three-hundred dollars, a lot of money considering you worked as a courier. 
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 “She used to get an allowance even,” Joey adds, “But I don’t know if they keep it 

up. Probably do. I mean, how else is she paying for counseling?” 

 A bill never even crossed your mind. You always assumed psychiatric hospitals 

were just a taxpayer windfall, like libraries and playgrounds. You can’t help it, but you 

feel like an idiot. Voluntary commitment? Parents footing the bill? Parents always 

footing her bills? Every sign was there, but you still stepped right off the bridge without 

even seeing it. 

Joey watches your face, eyes to the side, cheeks shallow. She knows you’re 

embarrassed.  

 “Hey, don’t think to hard about it, ok? I’m just saying she has a way about her. I 

know you’re sweet on her, really, and if she weren't a selfish flake I’d say you were a 

good match. Seriously, she always talks about how much fun you two have. But keep 

your head about her. Fuck, I mean, can you imagine what she’d do to you if you actually 

hooked up? You broke into Detland's house for Christ's sake! You will officially do 

anything that girl asks,” Joey said. She finally paused to take bite of food. To breathe. 

“You’d give her everything, whether or not she asked for it, and she’d step on your 

empty skin when it was over.”  

 “Well,” you suggest after a moment. “I can change.” You think about the number 

in your pocket. 

 “I don't know,” she says, looking at the plate. “You have a niche. Changing might 

only make you obsolete.”  

 “Then how did you learn to deal with her?” 
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“I moved in with her. I became a member of the cast. Who knows, you might 

learn a valuable lesson from her too.” 

“Lovely,” you sneer. “I don’t want a teacher.” The comment was too obvious, but 

it’s too late. You wonder if you’re doomed to act like a child for the rest of your life. You 

tighten up, unsure how to follow up, but Joey softens unexpectedly.  

“Aw, I know, babe,” she chides. “But I’m worried that even as a friend she’ll eat 

you alive.” She smiles, a gentle smile, and lights a cigarette. Her fourth in a row. You 

light one to keep up. It wasn’t an insult so much as concern, or at least the kind of 

concern Joey shows. In your newfound paranoia you consider it. No, she probably 

doesn’t stand to gain much by knocking you out of the picture. She’s still friends with 

Roslyn, she has defenses against it. Having you vanish too wouldn’t make their 

friendship any softer.  

“Thanks,” you say after a pause. You don’t fully believe it, but you’ll mean it later, 

when you can look back on this without feeling pathetic. “Why are you worried about 

me?” 

“I don’t know. I guess I don’t like patterns. In fact, my roommate and I might ask 

her to move out when everything settles down. There’s no way we can deal with her 

crap every day,” she says, smashing out cigarette four. “But, then, we can't just ditch 

her either.” 

She takes a sip of her coffee, and stares at you.   

“Roslyn is a bad habit of mine, but the longer you've known someone, the harder 

it gets to cut them off.”  
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You nod your head silently. You understand what she's implying: “It’s not too late 

to wash your hands of her.” 

“God, what an idiot,” Joey mutters, looking out the window.  

“Roslyn, or me?” 

“All of us.” 

In reality, though, it’s much harder to wash your hands than you think. The entire 

drive back, you want to think that your relationship with Roslyn is the exception, that you 

alone are genuinely adored and appreciated. Part of is a desire for the certainty you felt 

only days ago. The other part is a fear that, if Joey is right, it meant you'd be even more 

pathetic than before Roslyn graced you with her attention. You haven't grown at all in 

the year that you knew her. In fact you would have actually gone backwards. Regressed 

to a naiveté and dependence that even your teenage self would have looked down on.  

 Joey falls asleep in the passenger seat, but you're too preoccupied to notice. 

There is so much Roslyn doesn't tell you, you realize. The closeness you felt becomes a 

cold memory, a one-sided illusion you yourself created. She didn't deceive you. Did 

Joey realize the same thing? Maybe you didn't replace Joey. Maybe Roslyn cut Joey 

loose and moved on to someone more accommodating. You. 

 You keep seeing Joey on and off over the next few days. You realize, though, 

that she’s talking to you because you’re on the outside, not because she’s bringing you 

in. You’ve learned to make an important distinction. You write it down, so you don’t 

forget.  

 You never had a chance.  
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 Now that you have identified the problem, it’s time to dig yourself out. Take a 

break. Watch a movie, or call a friend. Continue with “Step 4” when you’re ready.   
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Course C12-4 “ How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism” 

Step 4: Resolution 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, it can actually be exceedingly difficult to ignore 

a person. The only sure fire solution is sleep. But this is not always prudent. Many 

individuals have a job, school, or a family to think about. And when the chance presents 

itself, you’ll be surprised how quickly you start thinking about the person. How quickly 

your heart rate increases, and you sit up, sleep an impossibility. A self-induced panic 

attack. You will wander around at night, distracting yourself with busy work. You’ll fix a 

doorknob, read a book, scrub the bathroom, or even learn a new recipe. We’re not 

suggesting that any of these things are the correct response, but simply providing 

examples.  

 A week later, Roslyn calls you at home, and tells you that she's “being released,” 

that her counseling is over.  

 “Great,” you say, “it's good to hear you're doing better.” What else can you say?  

She asks for a ride home and, against your natural impulses, you wait before 

answering:  

 “Is it possible for your brother to drive you?” 

It is three days before you hear from her again. She comes over, and sits at the 

kitchen table as if nothing had happened. Her being there now almost seems out of 

place. A stranger sitting in an illusion's chair. How much hasn't she told you? How much 

of your friendship was just her? Did you adore a character she created? Would you 

even like the Roslyn that was buried in the back of her mind? The director, the 
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orchestrator? Probably not. You want to be angry with her, for stringing you along, but 

you cannot. It's still her face, it's still her smile.  

 The next few days proceed as if nothing ever happened. But there's a change. 

Slow, but perceptible. You say less to her. You are more direct, less personal. Joey’s 

words poisoned you. Or maybe they were just curing an open wound, and it stung. You 

don't notice at first, but you stop indulging her. You stop offering rides, you stop cooking 

dinner for two. You spend more time with other friends. With Miles. You're less 

excitable. It hurts, though. You're colder. Not just to her, but to everyone. It's like 

stripping off your coat in the dead of winter, and realizing that the warmth you enjoyed 

was so personal, so small, that there was so much freezing air between you and the 

people you talk to. This is what people refer to as a “toxic relationship.”  She learns of 

your dinner with Joey, “What filth has that bitch been saying about me?” Even though 

you never brought it up. 

 As you cool off, Roslyn's behavior changes overnight. She makes no attempts to 

draw you in. She never asks if anything is wrong. She never touches your shoulder, and 

waits for you to speak. She simple stops calling. To the very end, you two never fought 

once. The end wasn’t volcanic, as people say, but a glacier: frigid, slow, and pulverizing.  

Without her, you shuffle around the apartment, and go to bed.  

 The next morning, you go to work. 

 You go to class. 

 You sleep. 

 You go to work. 

 You go to class. 
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 You sleep. 

 You go to work. 

 You go to class. 

 You sleep. 

 You go to work. 

 You sleep. 

 You go to work. 

 You sleep. 

 You sleep. 

 You sleep. 

 You are weak, and call her a few times. Nobody answers.  

 The silver of the hallway fades into black. Tarnished. 

 You realize that you never actually knew what was going on. That you were an 

ancillary character. She didn't leave you: your act was over, and you exited left. The 

production was still occurring elsewhere, without you. A month later you see Joey at the 

store. You are buying ingredients for stir-fry. Or maybe it's for burgers. Your choice.  

 “So Roslyn decided to move out,” Joey tells you, focusing her attention on your 

cart. She seems embarrassed. Maybe because the situation is awkward. Maybe she's 

just embarrassed for both of you.  

 “She... She did tell you, didn't she?” 

 You shake your head. 
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 She asks if you’ve heard from her, if you knew where she went. You shake your 

head again, and you part down separate aisles. That is the last time you see Joey. Exit 

left.  

 You are alone again. You have shed the entire problem like you would a tight 

skin. Reptiles do this all the time. But you are not a reptile, you are a human being. As a 

human being, you also have memory. And you have a clean slate. You stop sleeping all 

the time. You cut back on smoking. You even switch brands, so you won’t smell like her. 

Your confidence is surging, or at least waning, and you are ready to start meeting new 

people again. You must gear up from scratch after all. Re-staff your theater. 

 Two years later, you are having lunch with a new friend. Create a name and 

persona if you find it necessary/helpful. The two of you have just left his/her house 

where you repaired a stereo cabinet he/she found at an estate sale. Of course, it wasn't 

a problem for you: just a few shorts from the power board that needed splicing. 

However, he/she offers to buy lunch as an offer of gratitude. You haven't eaten all day, 

so you accept. 

 When your server comes up, you recognize him immediately.  

 Detland. 

 His hair is shorter, and he's put on a little weight, but it's him, undeniably.  

 You put down the menu and gawk unapologetically. You're confused, dislocated. 

After Joey and the visitations, you simply wrote him off. A loose end. You could afford to 

indulge Roslyn's admittance, or Detland's disappearance, but not both. 

 “Detland?” you say more than ask.  
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 “Oh, hey, what's up,” he says, smiling. Is this simply server's accommodation, or 

did he actually recognize you? You look quite different yourself, after all, and The 

Foundation believes that all people change and grow according to their experiences and 

lifestyles. You aren't the same person you were yesterday, or even two pages ago.  

 Before you can say anything he pats your back without breaking eye contact. 

You look at his arms. Not even a scar. And yet, you think, he probably can't wait to drop 

his “attempted suicide” in conversation. Another notch on his belt.  

 “How you been, man?” 

 “I,” you sputter, stall. “I've been, you know, living.”  

 “Right on, man,” he says, bobbing his head. “Hey, you still keep in touch with 

Roslyn?” he asks candidly. Have you kept in touch? Did he have any idea what 

happened? Any idea whatsoever? And what the hell is he doing here? Serving waffles? 

Shouldn't he be on a lakebed? Or sealed in concrete below a two-year-old parking lot? 

What the hell is happening? 

 “I, no,” is all you manage to say.  

 You shake yourself straight. Your friend was probably feeling isolated, sinking 

into the booth. You didn't even introduce them, but you don't want Detland to have any 

connection to your life. Not an inch ground.  

 He was still smiling. You don’t care where he’s been. The scene was over. 

 “Well, if you hear from her, say 'hello' for me, alright? Someone will be around 

with your water.” 

 When Detland's out of sight, you stand up and motion to the door.  

 “Hey, let's go someplace else,” you suggest. 
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 “What was that all about?” he/she asks in the parking lot.  

 “Nothing, he was a friend's ex. That's all.” 

 “Oh,” he/she says coyly, “I see.”  

 “No, it's not that.”  

 You tell your friends that you didn't love her.  

 Now, repeat three times aloud: 

I Didn't Love Her 

I Didn't Love Her 

I Didn't Love Her 

 Repetition creates habit, and habits become truth.  
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Course C12-5 “ How You Can Ruin Friendships Through Electromagnetism” 

Step 5: Reflection 

 Congratulations on completing the exercise, “How You Can Ruin Friendships 

Through Electromagnetism” (C12-1).  

 Feel free to repeat the exercise as necessary, changing details and 

experimenting with different choices. Replay this scenario repeatedly, thinking of all the 

different ways you could have altered the outcome. Remember, you can only change by 

practicing new repetitions. These repetitions become habits, and these habits become 

you. 

 Now that you've completed the course, please take a moment to fill out the 

following field with your feedback, comments or suggestions. Your correspondence is 

an important part of improving our courses at The Foundation. Thank You. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

I wish I didn’t still want you. 
 


