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stories help us to
Here we are. It’s July again. Summer. My favorite month and my favorite season. I think I say that every
year when I write the editor’s letter for this issue. I can’t help myself. I return again to the thing that I love and
to the place where I feel most comfortable and most like myself.
The way that I feel about this time of year is kind of like how I feel about a good story. You know what
I mean, don’t you? I always want more and I never want it to end. I want more of the sun and I want more
of those words. I want longer days forever and I want magnificent sentences forever. When I read such a
story, I’m continuously surprised by the way words can do that to me—that other people describing their
experiences can draw me in and help me to find acceptance for my own experience. How do they do that—
those words, how do they have the power to move me so?

find ourselves
movies that somehow still have a profound impact on my life, like Titanic, which my dad forbade me to see
and I saw anyway.
No matter how you feel about summer, I hope that the stories in this issue offer you a place that you
return to again and again. I hope they give you that same comfortable place that they give me, one where
you feel most like yourself. If we can accomplish that in these pages, I will feel a huge sense of satisfaction.
And if you do find that place, will you do me a favor? Will you please share your experience? With us,
yes, because we’d love to hear that feedback, but more than that, I’d love for you to share with others. Post
on Facebook to let your friends know how much you love the stories in this issue; Tweet about it; Instagram
a pic; Snapchat it; whatever you do, help share the feeling that you get from these stories. And if you do, hit

Of course it is more than words. The words convey meaning and the meaning is what moves me. The

us up with a tag. We are @undergumtree on most platforms. We are approaching our five-year anniversary

meaning of meeting the author’s heart and truth on the page. Meeting the author in a vulnerable space,

in October and, while that is a huge milestone, we are still a small operation and can use all the help we can

one that he or she has let me enter. There is an inherent trust in releasing a personal story into the world,

get to help spread the word about the power of personal storytelling. Thank you so much.

because how do we know what others will do with it once they receive it? We don’t know. We can’t know.
We can only trust that readers will respect the trust we give them and the power of that trust moves me.

Here’s to telling stories without shame,

Lucky for me, I get to experience this on a regular basis when I read submissions for Under the Gum Tree.
I have access to a well of stories that take me back to that comfortable place where I get reacquainted with
myself. Lucky for you, my staff and I work hard to select the best of the stories from that well so that perhaps
you too can return to that place with each new issue we publish.
This issue I’m finding myself in stories about my name, so often mispronounced making me hate it for
most of my adolescence; in stories about the mixtapes that friends made for me in junior high and high
school, because I wasn’t allowed to listen to that kind of music; and in stories about watching horrible

Janna Marlies Maron
Editor & Publisher
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finn janning

my name
is finn
this

is not the first time that I feel like I have been placed in the margins of something
intangible. Finn slowly trickles out of our times themselves. I feel homeless. Clumsy,

like a piece of heavy oak furniture that doesn’t fit anywhere, but which no one has the heart to throw away.
My mother once told me that they chose my name because my father had a good friend called Finn. I
never met this person. They don’t see him anymore. To me, the original Finn is a pure work of fiction. Some
other time my mother told me I got my name from Mark Twain’s novel, Huckleberry Finn. I’d never seen the
book on the shelves in my childhood home, but I have read it. I could certainly relate to the boy’s need to
escape. It’s something inherent in the name. It’s nomadic. Every time I say my name, the earth disappears

“Finn, are you awake?” says my mother, in a way
that makes me feel like a Finn, but not as Finn.

beneath my feet. I get this all the time. Just the other day I bought a new mobile phone, and the shop
assistant asked me the same question three times: “Your name is Finn? Your name is Finn? Your name is
Finn?”
What was he trying to tell me?

“Finn,” she says again. And again she says it in
a way that makes it clear I am much too young
for my name. It’s not fashionable. No one really
wants to be retro. Finn lags behind.

I am sitting next to my mother in the car. She has picked me up from the station. Even though the
distance is short, I doze off. I went clubbing last night. Got home late. At the club I met a girl that I quite
fancied until she said: “No way, what’s your real name?”
I repeated, “My name is Finn.”
And she said, “Are you for real? No one’s called fucking Finn these days.”
“No,” I said, humoring her. “Of course it was a joke. I’m actually called Emil.”
“Yeah, thought so,” she replied, and said, “You don’t look like a Finn either. It just didn’t make sense for
you to be called Finn,” and hit me gently on the thigh. “Are you perhaps fifty?”

12
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MY NAME IS FINN

“No, twenty-nine years old,” I said.
I was Emil for the rest of the night. I went home with her. We had sex. I don’t mean to be boastful, but
a few times she said, “Oh, Emil.”
Others might have been a little miffed by this, but I carried on doing Emil’s work.
With great care, as if performing someone else’s duty, needing to match his standards. The next
morning she asked me, “Will you call me, Emil?”
“Yes, of course,” I said.
On my way home, I ponder my name. She said that Finn didn’t make sense. In her world it didn’t refer
to me, but to someone she couldn’t imagine having sex with twice—and without a condom, too. Would she
have gone down on Finn? Emil, that’s another story.
“Oh, Emil, I think we might be happy together,” she said. She would like Emil to call her. And they
probably could be happy together. Happy? But Emil couldn’t call her. And I didn’t want to call on his behalf.
What the hell would I tell her?

FINN JANNING

Happiness is to become another. Happiness, however, is not to fuck like Emil yet be called Finn.
Happiness is not about identity, titles, status, weight, or looks. Neither wrinkles nor age. Not even your
name. Happiness emerges in brief moments when things change. The lie did not change anything. It was a
shameful shortcut that taught me that a name is a name is a name. Potentially Finn is already another. We
all are.
Happiness happens when life surprises itself. From where did Emil come? Emil taught me something
about others’ views on my name, the difficulties of seeing the person behind the name (or age, religion, and
skin color, for that matter); Emil taught me about my own insecurity. Luckily, Emil kicked me in the balls,
stole the girl that Finn was in love with.
Happiness is to become another. However, becoming another is not about changing one’s name.
Rather it is a matter of becoming with whatever one does or encounters. It only happens when you are
completely honest. And open. When you only want what you can. Finn was nearly an Emil to begin with,
not a Finn. Emil, therefore, is a potential aspect of Finn, but an aspect that Finn in reality didn’t need Emil
to actualize. Finn is already another. A name is just a name. Finn is more. It just took Finn awhile to see it.
Happiness is not lying. My name is Finn.

“Hi, this is Emil. I had a great time yesterday. Tell you what. My name isn’t Emil. It’s Finn. My name is
Finn.” No. It wouldn’t make any sense at all.
“You’re kidding,” she’d say. She’d feel screwed over. Fucked by a stranger.
“Mom, why did you call me Finn?” I ask yet again.
“Your father and I thought it was a nice name. We thought of a lot of names back then: Jonas, Emil, and
Finn. Finn was the one we liked best. It suited you,” she says. Of course, I think.
Finn is suitable. That’s a fact. Just as it’s a fact that I fell for a girl yesterday. Back then my name was Emil,
which is not true. It’s almost unsuitable. Finn really wanted her, but she only wanted Emil. Emil is a dream.
A bastard. The world consists of facts. My name is Finn. That’s not up for discussion. It’s a fact that I had sex
with a girl yesterday, but back then my name was Emil. He doesn’t exist. It was her idea. She seduced herself.
Did she feel Finn in Emil’s teasing thrusts? Did she gabble on about happiness because of the potential for
transformation inherent in the wet spot left behind on the sheets? Who would the father be: Emil or Finn?
Who would the kid look like? Where would such a relationship end up? Probably on a smiling green moon.
Finn can’t make what is done undone. Emil has already become a fact in the story she told her friend
just after I left.
“Emil fucks like a dream,” she’d say. She would describe his eyes, his hands, the way he kisses, his fine
cock. She would admit to being in love with Emil. There is one problem though: Emil doesn’t belong to this
world. The fact is that my name is Finn, and that the girl from last night is either talking nonsense or making
up things. Oh, Emil. What a dream.
Back to the present.
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Finn Janning is a Danish writer and philosopher living in Barcelona, Spain. His
most recent publication is the nonfiction book, The Happiness of Burnout: The
Case of Jeppe Hein. In 2016, he will publish his second novel, Who Killed Gilles
Deleuze? (in Danish). But basically, he is just the proud father of Askild, Hjalte,
and Smilla.
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A YEAR OR SO

mackenzie myers

annealing
1.
When I entered Art & Design 123 on the first day of
metalsmithing, my first thought was: No. No way.
When my professor turned on a soldering torch, and I saw
how close he got his face to the work, how easily he could
just reach out and catch one of us on fire; when he told
stories of students who’d cut parts of their fingers off with
saw blades, who’d gotten their hair caught in the buffing
machines, who’d suffered burns from forgetting to use tongs
to pick up projects, I thought, “I need to drop this class.”
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ANNEALING

MACKENZIE MYERS

Suffocation. It wasn’t pills. It wasn’t a blade, bloodletting in a bathtub. It was lack of air, a caesura of
everything vital. The invalidation of our most basic, innate instinct: to breathe.
That was what struck me the hardest. Not the sudden loss of a friend, not even the permanence of
death, which was something I’d never dealt with before. The thing that got me the most was her willpower,
the mental desire that had to override the physical response. Unlike a pill, a bullet, a blade, this wasn’t a onetime shot. This left room for recalculation, minutes of heaviness, struggle, and a dizzying desire.
This was full conviction, and it was self-inflicted.

3.

but

I am alone in the workshop. A few lights are on, and the machines cast shadows, but they don’t
for some reason I stayed, intrigued by the violence. I needed to see how it all worked,
aware that maybe I’d misjudged the processes. Every time I entered the room after that,

I did so with anticipation—at first it was anticipation of injury—all senses on full speed, drawing in as much
from my environment as possible so I could avoid being another accident for the next class to hear about.
Eventually I learned to love the machines, the monsters that scared me.

unsettle me anymore. The necklace I’m supposed to be working on is crumpled and failing in the drawer of
my workstation, and I am here of my own accord—drawn to a personal project, something I need to create.
Not for a grade, but for me.
The design has been set and cut by my own hand and my own saw frame: a tiny brass pine tree and a
nickel rectangle, about an inch long and an inch wide, corners filed so they don’t cut me. I’m at the soldering
bench, the hardest part. A torch is poised in my left hand, a steel rod in my right. On a firebrick below me,

2.

the pieces are covered in flux, goo that protects the metal from being oxidized in the heat, so the solder
can adhere. The solder, a morsel of silver that will bind my two pieces together, starts to quiver in its place.

I left the metals shop to head home that unseasonably frigid Friday, April 5, 2013. I had to complete a

Growing ever closer, the blue flame zooms in on its subjects, dancing from piece to piece to heat each

project, but breathing in flecks of copper and nickel wasn’t helping the sinus infection I was trying to kick.

evenly. The solder jumps and the edges start to soften. Only after it collapses into a shimmering silver

I staggered back to my dorm in piercing, bitter, inside-out cold—cold that made me wonder what planet I

puddle, leaping from the pine tree to its nickel counterpart, do I realize I’ve been holding my breath.

was on where it felt like this in April.
I was happy to be home, to strip off my soggy clothes and climb into bed. I chugged half a bottle of
orange juice, took some Ibuprofen, and was unconscious in minutes.

To cool it down, I plunk my pendant in an old kitty litter container filled with cold water that my
instructor keeps in the sink. It hisses at me, protesting the temperature change, and when I pull it back
out, the silver and gold are gone. My pendant is covered in purples and blacks, looking ruined in its sinister
wardrobe.

I awoke an hour later to four missed phone calls.

4.

While I’d been sleeping, there were ambulances and police cars at the building across the street. My
boss, the communications director for my university, was handling phone call after phone call. A childhood
friend of mine was in hysterics. My friend Monica had been found dead in her apartment.
The press release said, “No foul play.”
The confidants said it was suffocation.
Suffocation.
Something about that word took my breath away, too. Something about the thought of doing it that
way. Not like in the movies, where everyone does it with a gun.

20
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I am nervous driving to the funeral home. What are these things like? I wonder if I am wearing too
much color, dressed in wine and grey, colors that aren’t altogether somber but aren’t bright. I’m hoping
they’re an acceptable combination of both.
When I arrive, there are vases of flowers all over, a guest book, mustachioed strangers taking coats at
the door. It’s freezing. Boards of pictures are tacked up in front of the pews—photographs of her fairylike,
innocent face; the straight brown hair, big eyes, ruby red lips without a trace of makeup on them, always
slightly parted. A playlist of her favorite folk bands croons in the background. Some people are crying; other
people, like me, are still in disbelief and out of place. A question burns in the room, and we tiptoe around it
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ANNEALING

like we tiptoe around the vases of flowers, around her ashes encased in an urn:
Why.

touched my collarbone while getting dressed, it reminded me of a bird’s body.
I did my best to look fine externally, but something inside was cracking. It got harder to tell which

She was an illustration major, less than a month away from graduation. As I walk around the room,
gazing at the displays of artwork from her senior show, it hits me in the back of the head, driving every
inkling I never had into plain view. The ravens—black on blue, with horrible red eyes. The wilting flowers,
the monochromatic girls protecting each other from thorns while sprouting thorns from their own bodies.
The drawings even look like her. The same faces as the one smiling from the boards at the front of the room.
She used the same colors over and over again: black, white, red, blue, black white red blue. In her
capstone description, she explained that her depression was monochromatic. When she would go through
a bad phase, her vision was literally limited to black and white. When she would get better, she could see
color, especially her favorite: robin’s egg blue, a color of hope and renewal.
The work would have said it all, if only someone had paid better attention. Pencil, pastel, crayon, ink—
it was all there before our eyes. A collective portrait of wrong numbers, missed calls. Why hadn’t anyone
answered?

Colors are back to normal again, as I pull my piece out of a steaming vat of sodium bisulfate, the acid
we use to strip oxidation from the metal so it looks better and is able to be re-soldered.
It’s soft and warm, in matte tones, and when I sand it down so it shines again, I head to the stamp table.
This part is easy in terms of technique, significant in terms of why I am here alone on a cold night in midApril. When I am done, there is a single word pounded into the back of my pine tree pendant. It’s crooked,
but clear:

question of relative reality around, the thicker the ice grew, until I was too weak to break it. In December I
had gone home, relieved the semester was over. Time away from school and with my family might be good
for me, I thought. But all I found was an increasing fear of being alone, something I’d typically relished.
I explored what I’d stumbled upon, since they say that acknowledging emotion and understanding it
are the best solutions to enduring its weight. But it grew murkier the deeper I went. My family would go to
bed early in the evenings, and I was left awake, alone, in the dark with my thoughts—in a silent room, but
trapped inside a mind that was wailing. Even things like cribbage games with my family, reading books by
the woodstove, or playing with my dogs were joyless. Whatever fun I did manage to have was short lived,
and I spent half the time waiting for my happiness to run out, like minutes on a parking meter.
After a while, I began to wonder what life might be like if I wasn’t here anymore. My end was never
an organized, systematic thought and there was never a concrete agenda, but there was a will and that
reactions of those around me—strangers whom I’d never met, close friends, professors—and I wondered
how long it would take for the hole I’d leave to close. It was fascinating to consider my singular personhood
and that the world wouldn’t cease for a second if I left.
Of course, of all roads to travel, this was not the one to take me to a better place. The dark things,
the shadows that would suddenly and completely cloud any sort of positive thought, began to come at
night—a mix of anxiety, loss of control, and a voice inside whispering things I could not silence. I would
lay awake in bed, alternating somewhere between sobbing, quietly screaming, and shaking, trying not to
wake my family.
The dark things eventually came during the day, even on Christmas, even on my twentieth birthday

PERSIST.

two weeks later.

I set the pendant down on the table and fold my hands, staring into the shadows.

6.
For me, it had happened like the oncoming of winter—how there are green leaves and blue skies, then
the leaves change and the skies darken. The leaves die and fall and you’re barren but still alive. Then it snows
a little bit but never really sticks. It keeps snowing here and there, and then somehow it all comes at once,
and you realize you’re buried before you can even dig yourself out.
I had begun to get cold, not only on the outside, but on the inside. My limbs were constantly clammy,
despite living in the subtropical-temperature dorms. And as winter continued, the inner coldness became
damp and stubborn, hard to escape. As the semester grew heavier with schoolwork and my soul grew
heavier with exhaustion, I grew skinnier. Hipbones I’d never seen began to peek through, and every time I

JULY 2016

thoughts I was making up and which were actually happening. The more I thought about this, tossing the

was enough. The idea grew more and more intriguing, a place my mind frequented. I tried to predict the

5.
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I wandered around my house when my family was away, grasping the furniture as if it could replace
the inadequate muscles in my legs. How had I gotten this way? The second nightfall came, I closed all the
curtains and blinds to the windows, not sure if I was more afraid to look into the dark outside or to see
my own reflection in the window. My skin turned pale, I stopped eating, I grew skinnier and skinnier, and
I wanted to sleep all the time. I threw away the razor in my shower and refused to get another until I was
better. It would have been too easy.
I was so afraid to tell anyone about the darkness, even my mom, who listens to everything. I was
terrified to be alone. The edges blurred.

7.
The morning after they found Monica, I felt more alive than I ever had in my twenty years on this planet.

JULY 2016
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MACKENZIE MYERS

I stepped across the tile of my dorm room, not only feeling the sand grit into my feet but also actually

Eventually, I hit a breaking point. The walks home from class started incorporating a trip by the

enjoying it. It dug in between my toes, and I absorbed everything around me. The bathroom door was cold

counseling center, where I’d look in the windows, at the welcome signs on the walls, which were decorated

on my hand as I made my way in. I smelled stale shower water wafting off the tile. Even my toothbrush felt

with flowers and bright colors. Sometimes I just walked by, averting my eyes; other times I stood on the

heavy. I sensed the muscles in my arm tensing to grasp it, however minute their movements were.

outside of the office, gripping the doorknob, ready to go in and fix everything. In early March, I got tired

It was as if I could feel every neurotransmitter firing, every cell pumping through my veins, every
ounce of air entering and leaving my lungs. My skin prickled, senses on high, and every move was slow and
deliberate.

of wondering and signed up. After a few sessions, I began to thaw. I drank more water, ate better food.
The normal mechanisms I’d pushed away came back to me—writing helped, I drank tea when I needed
something warm, and if I needed to be alone, I sought solace in the bottom of the shower. I climbed. It
didn’t solve anything immediately, but I knew I could catch up on lost ground if I persisted.

I was not stiff. I was not a corpse.

And now, in late April, stringing my finished pendant on a silver chain, placing it around my neck, I

When I went to the studio that first morning afterward, I found anesthesia in the grinding of a saw
blade, the deep murmurs of metal on metal. The hammers were my confidants, the flames my friends.
The process didn’t sympathize, but we reached an understanding. The heat blazed on my face, but I felt a
strange calmness, trusting the torch. I pulled myself out of my own head and concentrated on not burning

think of Monica. I consider where I was, where I could have been, the craters I could have left.
But the hammer is in my hand, gripped by living muscles and the metal stool is frigid on my thighs, and
I realize that I am here. I am here. I am here.

myself, not splashing acid on my clothes, not hitting my hand instead of a piece of copper. I banished my

10.

ghosts, if only for a little while. I got away from where I was, from the place I’d still sometimes think of going.
Warm blood returned, in the form of satisfaction, stability, and pleasure in the violence. I created and
destroyed at once.

There is a paramount process in metalsmithing called annealing.
The basic principle behind it is that if a given piece of metal is bent and hammered and warped enough,

8.
At the visitation, I sat with a close friend of hers.
During our catharsis, her friend removed a necklace from her own body and placed it on mine. It
belonged to Monica, a silver chain with a bird and a branch hanging down behind it.
I had no words at the time to thank her friend, and I felt out of place receiving something that didn’t
belong to me. But I squeezed the bird and branch with one hand, and squeezed her hand with the other.

it becomes tougher and tougher to work with until it either won’t budge at all, or it will break.
Annealing is the way to prevent that, and the solution is simple.
The warped piece of metal must be put under fire. Not until it melts, but until just before it melts. The
flame must push it right to that point where it glows and looks like it will lose its form. It will change colors for
awhile, it will darken in some places and lighten in others—but ultimately the heat and pressure will return
it to its original workable state. To anneal is to recognize a substance’s boundaries, and transcend them.
Only then will you be able to take something so frozen and hardened and useless in its own overworking,
and make it into something beautiful.

There is something to be said for grasping the hands of strangers so tightly you can feel your veins
pulsing together.

9.
I stare down at my pendant now, already loving the crooked letters and the fact that the pine tree
is not soldered in the exact center. It doesn’t adhere to the design, but it’s mine. One of the building
monitors switches a light off in the hallway. It’s getting late, but I could hide in here if I wanted. Still caught
in retrospect, I pick up the chain and twirl it between my fingertips.
That previous winter, when Christmas break was over, the possibility of counseling provided some
relief. But I put it farther and farther off, telling myself I was fine and could push through. I just needed to
pull my bootstraps up harder.

24
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Mackenzie Myers is a native Michigander, temporary Oregonian,
and soon-to-be Californian who usually writes about places and the
science behind those places. She just earned her MFA in nonfiction
from Portland State University, and her work has appeared in various
publications, such as Husk, GADFLY, and Traverse magazine.
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A YEAR OR SO

matt young

equal
and opposite
An explosive detonates, because that is what explosives
do. That is the explosive’s standard operating procedure.
The explosive’s SOP. Step one: Explosive is built. Step two:
Explosive is placed. Step three: Explosive is detonated.
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EQUAL AND OPPOSITE

MATT YOUNG

In the room while we wait for the human intelligence exploitation team, the guilty man attempts to
remove the weight from his knees, to settle on his heels. One of us jams a gun muzzle to his spine and moves
him back to a high kneel. Behind his blindfold the man whimpers and says, “Meestah, please, meestah.” We
learned the kneeling tactic from John, who is Vietnamese, and whose father forced him to kneel on grains
of rice as punishment when he was young because that is what fathers do.
Into the room walks our interpreter, whom we call Rambo because he asks us to and because he carries
a large serrated survival knife. Rambo’s skin is the color of whipped chocolate. Muscle striations flex beneath
the thin flesh of his jaw, which comes to a pointed chin clad in a soul patch. He paces around the man, boxes
the man’s ears, then kneels next to the man and pulls out his knife.
Rambo is not part of the human intelligence exploitation team, for whom we are still waiting. Waiting
is most of what we do.
Our circle shrinks as circles do when something bad is about to happen. Rambo presses the knife blade
to the man’s cheek and the man speaks quick Arabic. Rambo presses the knife blade into the palm of the
man’s right hand, which we flexi cuffed behind his back after we tested it for gunpowder residue. He cuts

there

slowly and the man screams because that is what men being cut do.
is little damage to our lead truck, which has triggered the explosive—a blownout tire, some scorching of the steel armor. The explosive was placed too far off

the road. We’ll learn later that even small blasts needle into our brains, cause slight compoundable concussive
incidents. We never blame the blast—that is only what blasts do.
People are inside their homes, have shuttered their businesses. Only an hour ago the shops were open
and bustling, people swept dust from dirt, children sold kerosene like we once sold lemonade.
Our trucks halt, because after a blast that is what we’ve been trained to do. That is our SOP. If a vehicle can
push through a kill zone, it does. If it is disabled it stays put and the subsequent trucks disperse to a stand-off

We don’t let Rambo take a finger, though that is what he wants to do.
Hours later the human intelligence exploitation team arrives, they speak with the guilty man for
five minutes, and the man is found innocent. We drive him back to his home because that is what we are
ordered to do.
Outside the truck we snip the flexi cuffs and remove the man’s blindfold and tell him in a language he
cannot understand we’ll see him next time, and years later falling to sleep we tell ourselves over and over
we did what we had to do. We did what we had to do. We did what we had to do.

distance, obtain situational awareness and casualty reports, and assess the situation.
A group of men meerkat in the distance and we stare them down with tiger eyes behind thick bulletproof
windows. Charlie, next to me, repeats over and over in his Oklahoma drawl, “Motherfuckers,” which comes
out, “Muhfuckers.” The rest of us say nothing, and when the relay comes over the radio that everyone is five by
five we rocket open the doors and pursue the meerkat men, because that is what tigers do.
Now, there is a man blindfolded and kneeling on uneven rubble-strewn cratered concrete because that
is what we do with the guilty after we catch them. We stand around him in an abandoned room that measures
fifteen-by-fifteen feet at Forward Operating Base Black where we’ve taken him to be interrogated.
We are waiting for the human intelligence exploitation team to arrive so they can question the man.
There are two on the team. One is white, the other Arab. This is what I have seen them do to other men: The
white man spoke softly in Arabic; he made eye contact; he offered tea and bread. Then the Arab man shouted
Arabic. Then the white man rolled up newspapers and slapped the men across their faces. Sometimes he used

Matt Young is a veteran, writer, and teacher. He lives in Olympia,
Washington; teaches at Centralia College; and holds an MA in
creative writing from Miami University. His work can be found in
Yemassee, Word Riot, Tin House, River Teeth, and others.

his hands. The white man never stopped his soft speaking.
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katie martin

leash
My father tried to strangle our dog one Saturday morning
when I was home from college. This was in those pre-diagnosis
years, when the word dementia didn’t yet equal my father. His
mind was going, but none of us knew it. I always look back and
wonder—was this when his brain started to die?

34

JULY 2016

JULY 2016

35

LEASH

KATIE MARTIN

He waited for me to tell her, his now empty hands hanging limp at his sides. Could I tell her that one
moment he was getting ready for a walk at the lake, the next he was killing the dog? His dog. He had no idea
how he had gotten from one place to the other. My voice buried in my throat. How does it feel to have the
brain that directs your hands not be directed by your will? What is it like to love something so desperately
and have that brain and those hands try to destroy it?
He told her he had been having trouble with the leash, pushing himself up off his knees and standing
close to me, his knees red and flat from kneeling. I couldn’t get the buckle on the right hole. For a moment the
clarity in his eyes returned, eyes that were afraid. Eyes that didn’t know how any of this was happening. Eyes
behind a dying brain. But I couldn’t read those eyes. All I could do was nod.
I put the leash on for him. I could do that much. I could drag Molly out from behind the couch and
fasten the leash onto her collar. I could wave to the three of them as they headed down the driveway
toward the park, their shadows following along behind them—one tall, one short, one bouncing and furry.
Molly had already forgotten the moments before. She trotted between them, sniffing the cracks in the
asphalt and picking up pea pods and twigs in her mouth. I could forget, too, and convince myself that he
was simply struggling with a cheap and stubborn buckle.

he

was kneeling on the cold tile in the foyer, bits of summer grass stomped off his shoes. Our
shih tzu Molly was crouched before him, her body arched into a tight clench of muscle. He

My father will do his best to pretend he is fine, normal, healthy. Until he can’t. I’ll keep him tethered to
me until what is going on can no longer be denied.

had her leash looped around her head and through her mouth like a horse bridle, the last hole pulled
through the buckle at the base of her ping-pong ball skull, her skin and fur bunched around the leather in
little mounds. She was gagging and struggling, writhing under his big soft hands as he tried to calm her. It’s
okay, it’s okay, he said. But each time he said it, he pulled tighter.
His hands around her hacking ribcage were trembling, and his eyes jumped from the dog to the
doorway where I suppose both of us knew my mother would emerge at any moment for their walk. I
couldn’t speak. What were the right words to stop him? He was strangling her. Killing her in our front hall.
When he saw me, he dropped the leash, the tension in the leather slacking and slipping down around
her neck. Molly scrabbled on the tile and darted into the living room, her toenails desperate for tread, the
leash trailing behind her. She ducked behind the couch, breathing wet and desperate sucks of air.
What is going on here? All I could think to say, a catch-all question for every odd behavior of my father’s.
What was going on when he drove his car into a ditch? What was going on when he jumped off our roof into
the grass while hanging Christmas lights? How could he be the magical person who taught me the words
to every Aerosmith song and spent six months building a two-story tree house, and then be the man who
slipped a noose around the dog’s neck and pulled? He was dying right before my eyes.
The door to my parents’ room opened and my mother emerged, a bundle of damp towels and sheets
wrapped in her arms. She flashed a sweet good-morning smile and kissed me on the cheek, smelling like
sunscreen and coffee. I took the bundle out of her hands and continued to gawk at my father while she bent
to find her shoes in the hall tree.
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free in the
range of light
a photo essay
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FREE IN THE RANGE OF LIGHT

RICHARD BLAIR

Richard Blair backpacked in Yosemite in the late sixties, while he was a young photojournalist in
New York City. His photographic vision impressed the National Park Service, who appointed him the
first Park Photographer in Yosemite Valley in 1971. His job was to photograph the sweeping changes
the park was making to transform Yosemite into a less urbanized park, and to document the new
system of wilderness areas as well. The park was also trying to make peace with the many hippies
who were flocking to the valley, and prevent ugly confrontations between them and the rangers.
Conflicts arose because the Vietnam War was so divisive then.
Working for the park service, Blair gave slide shows to visitors, which engendered a lifelong interest
in turning people on to the importance and beauty of parks that continues to this day. Blair and his
wife and partner, Kathleen Goodwin, self-publish coffee table books on Point Reyes, Marin County,
California and other geographic areas which they design, write, and illustrate. Their online catalog is
BlairGoodwin.com. Not vanity publishing, they have over 70,000 books in print, all of which espouse
their message of love of the natural world and how to appreciate and protect parks. The art critic
for the San Francisco Chronicle, Kenneth Baker, wrote of Blair’s book, California Dreaming: “Were I
forced, upon moving out of state, to choose one book by which to remember California’s landscape
and the photography it has inspired, Inverness camera ace Richard Blair’s would be the one.”
Blair prints are collected by discerning individuals and his images have been displayed at most Bay
Area museums: SF Museum of Modern Art, Asian Art Museum, Palace of Fine Arts, and the Oakland
Museum. His work is in New York at the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Photographs can be viewed and
studied online at richardblair.com. He makes prints to order from 8x10 to wall-sized murals, using the
experience of over forty years of printing excellence. He also teaches workshops on photography and
publishing.
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amanda gibson

cookie cutter love

It’s three days before Christmas and I’m searching everywhere for
the cookie cutters, the twenty or so metal shapes that I’ve saved
from when I was a little girl. I picture them: a gingerbread boy,
an angel, a Christmas tree, a mitten, a bell, a snowman, a candy
cane. In my mind, I see the cookie cutters stored snug in their
Tupperware tub.
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COOKIE CUTTER LOVE

AMANDA GIBSON

around corners. This bright-eyed woman doesn’t cry in her bedroom, muttering about her intolerable life.
And she’s most definitely not the one who reaches most nights for the bottle underneath the bar sink,
pouring the clear liquid into a glass of milk.
My sisters and I press candied silver balls onto the trees. They also become the gingerbread boy’s
eyes, the snowman’s vest buttons. The reindeer receive cinnamon hearts for noses. When we’re finished
decorating the cookies, we are each allowed to eat two or three. I pop a small girl into my mouth whole,
savoring the vanilla and sugar on my tongue. My heart is light with the anticipation of Christmas morning,
stockings hanging heavy and the tree ringed with packages, and a feeling I can’t name but now identify as
a yearning for my family to be happy.
Now, when I’m crossing the yard to return to the house after my fruitless search, I’m stricken with
certainty about the fate of the cookie cutters. During the boxing and moving, we threw a lot away. My
husband is fastidious about cooking utensils and food; he likely thought the gouged and rusted edges
harbored bacteria. In my mind’s eye, I see him at the landfill, standing in the back of the truck amidst our life’s
debris, the cutter-filled tub arcing through the air toward the open mouth of the industrial trash container.
Crossing the yard, I stop in my tracks. The memories of making Christmas cookies are suddenly distilled
in my mind into a clear vision of my mother as patient and loving. With the cookie cutters I have lost a
tangible reminder of that mother, the one I’ve always wanted. My eyes fill with hot tears.
When I enter the house my husband is wiping off the black granite counter, carefully working around

i’m

the edge of the stove top. He looks at me and his eyes soften. He assures me that he would never throw
having trouble finding them because we are still unpacking boxes from a recent home

away the cookie cutters without my approval, and says he doesn’t remember doing so. I swallow the hard

renovation. I search the pantry, the guest room closet, the attic. My husband hunts in

pit of anger and loss in my throat and force myself to remember how exhausted and strung out we were

the shed, where many of the boxes from the move landed. When he returns empty handed, I retrace his
steps.

• • • •

As I go through the boxes in the shed, I recall rolling out the dough as a little girl, my sisters and mother
and I gathered around the table. In my memory, I’m six or seven, my sisters eleven and thirteen years old,
respectively. Despite my best efforts, the dough folds and separates, so I brace myself for my mother’s
reproach. Instead, my mother just rolls the dough again, swiftly turning the rolling pin from side to side, the
golden mass compliant beneath her deft strokes. We press the cookie cutters into the thin sheet, the dough
yielding easily, sometimes with a gritty crunch when we strike sugar. The star. The stocking. The reindeer,
whose antlers are so fine the dough tears when lifted.
After having filled the metal tubes with the confectioners’ sugar glaze we have mixed for the icing, my
mother helps me with the plunger until I can negotiate it myself. The sweet aroma of cooling cookies fills
the air. I can barely resist the tempting golden brown shapes. We frost the cookies red, white, green, and
blue. We talk and laugh, the usual pall of my mother’s anger and depression not in evidence. The woman
next to me gently guiding my hand while I outline a snowman in white is not the one whose mouth twists in
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while packing. My husband comes around the counter and wraps me in a hug.

On Christmas Eve day I pick up my mother. She will spend two days at our house. Now eighty-seven,
she is so frail that I have to help her put on her sweater, guiding her arm into the open sheath. She asks for
a comb which she pulls through her dry, wispy hair. Removing her glasses, she wipes her watery, porcelain
blue eyes, then wordlessly hands me the tissue to throw away. I pack her overnight bag, and before we
leave, I wash several meals’ worth of dishes in the sink. We inch down the hallway, my mother shuffling
along behind her walker. When we get to the car I essentially lift her into the passenger seat and reach
around her to fasten the seat buckle. Grimacing with effort, she shifts herself into an upright position.
I dread the coming days. I am short on the patience required to cater to her needs and to endure the
same self-centered behavior she has always exhibited, albeit more quietly now that she is old. As I place
her walker in the rear of the car, the familiar gnawing resentment rises. I remind myself that I invited her to
spend the holiday with us so she wouldn’t be alone.

fury when I forget to set the table or when I’m too slow getting in the car. This woman speaks kindly, calling

I slip into the driver’s side of the car and turn the ignition. Looking over at my mother, I see she has

me by my nickname. She’s not the one who yells at me while she speeds the car down the road, careening

freed her arm from the shoulder strap so that now the seatbelt is underneath her armpit. She struggles to
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put a pair of oversized sunglasses over her spectacles. Tamping down a twinge of irritation, I adjust her
sunglasses and then gently guide her arm back underneath the shoulder strap.
• • • •
Later that day my son, daughter, mother, and I gather around the kitchen island to make sugar cookies
with the new cookie cutters my husband and kids purchased. Surprisingly, my mother has managed to
get up on one of the bar chairs on her own. Although I try to make baking Christmas cookies an annual
tradition, we missed last year because of the renovation. I had thought it would be an activity we could do
with my mother, who is capable of so little now. Yet I’m aware that I’ve waited for her for another reason,
which flits around the edge of my consciousness. I seek, once again, the ever-elusive explanation for the
past so that I may, if not forgive her, at least understand.

AMANDA GIBSON

Although my daughter and I again urge my mother to join the decorating, my mother agrees to do so
only near the end, when almost all the cookies are adorned. With hands knotted and disfigured by arthritis,
she can barely negotiate the task. She holds the cookie in place with the tip of her index finger, which is
cocked permanently at a 45-degree angle. But in a remarkably short time, she has cloaked a tree in white
icing.
As my mother shakes pink and white peppermint-flavored flakes on the tree, I ask, “Mother, do you
remember making Christmas cookies when we were little?”
She pauses, lifting her gaze to a fixed point across the room. She’s thinking hard. “No,” she says. “I don’t
remember that at all.”
Surprisingly, I’m not hurt that she doesn’t remember. I’m silent while the realization dawns: I alone

My nine-year-old daughter, warbling with excitement, brings over the entire ball of dough to be rolled

carry the pain as well as the longing to understand the past. She doesn’t remember, or chooses not to

out. I explain that we need to roll out a portion of it at a time. With little instruction, my son, who’s twelve,

acknowledge, our history. In an odd way, I feel relieved, as if I’ve been freed, even if for a few moments, from

rolls out the dough perfectly. My daughter doesn’t fare as well, the dough too thick in places and too thin in

the yoke of trying to resolve the mystery. In a stroke of clarity I see that all along I didn’t need an explanation

others. She soon contents herself with flattening a piece of dough with her palm, talking all the while. I start

in order to make peace with the past. Untethered, I revel in the lightness and freedom.

to correct her, but check myself, as I do often, constantly vigilant about the haunting of the past.
We cut shapes in the dough: a Bethlehem star, a house, a train, a snowman, a tree. With a pang of

Beside me, my daughter chatters gaily while she ices the last cookie. Looking across the counter I see
that my mother has made a beautiful tree.

regret, I note to myself that the metal of these cutters is not nearly as substantial as the old ones we’ve
thrown away.
“Mommy, what’s a Bethlehem star?” my daughter asks.
“It’s the star that appeared in the sky when Jesus was born. It has more points than a traditional fivepointed star.” I trace the points of the Bethlehem star with my finger. The old set of cutters didn’t have one.
“This one has eight points, but in paintings the star has even more points so it appears brilliant.”
“Jesus was born in Bethlehem, right?” my son asks. We’re still on the basics.
“Yes. The star guided the three wise men to where Jesus lay in the manger with Joseph and Mary
looking over him.” My son nods.
“MeeMee,” my daughter sings out in her high voice, “are you going to decorate some cookies?”
“No, I think I’ll just sit here and watch,” my mother croaks, her voice broken with age. Wrapped in a
sweater, she huddles like a bird on a branch in the winter, shrunken and small.
Once out of the oven, the golden brown cookies lift easily off the baking sheets and I place them on
waiting platters to be decorated. We frost them white, green, and red. The decorating kit has attachments
that do not allow for much detail, but we make do. We press red cherry-flavored balls into the frosting and
sprinkle pink and green glitter. The kids discuss which cookies they’ll eat first.
After decorating a few cookies, my son announces he’s done. On crutches with a knee injury, he needs

Amanda A. Gibson is a lawyer who has worked for the Environmental
Protection Agency and the Maryland agricultural land preservation
program. Raised in Connecticut, she lives with her husband and two
children in southern Maryland. This is her first non-legal publication.

to lie down. I’m happy that he has participated this long.
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secretly,
katherine groppo

of course, we all yearned for our mixtapes to be discovered and
thereby reveal the true extent of our understated coolness. In
high school, there was always the distant, dreamy possibility

that the guy you’d had a crush on since eighth grade would need a ride home. Getting into your car,
he’d almost sit on your latest mixtape, the one with the witty, weird title like Triple Moon Chicken or
Winnebagoes Are Cool. He’d peruse the track listing (which you would have labored over—fiddling with
song order, pacing, and spacing, alone in your room for hours), and then turn his head and look at you
differently. He’d really see you then.
In high school, Jeanette and I shared a 1989 blue Jeep Cherokee. Happily freed from the daily agony
of Michael Bolton’s (or, even worse, Bette Midler’s) wailing assaults on our adolescent ears as my mother
shuttled us to school, we relished the opportunity to crank up our own tunes. Lacking a CD player, the

mixtape

Jeep’s center console was jammed with an assortment of cassettes. Whoever rode shotgun to school was
the designated DJ. Jeanette and I made a game out of trying to arrive before the end of a single song.
Obviously, this greatly depended on the selection. “Stairway to Heaven” was just too easy, but “Where the
Streets Have No Name” was a fair challenge. If the weather was nice, we’d roll down the windows and belt
out the lyrics. Neither of us could carry a tune, but with the wind whisking away our voices, pitch, and tone
were wonderfully irrelevant.

When CDs came on the market, the only reason my older sister,

When Jeanette was sixteen, she spent the summer before her junior year living in the Dominican

Jeanette, and I still bothered with cassettes, and also the essential

Republic. I was fourteen, about to enter high school in the fall, and the loss of her constant presence in our

dual-cassette boom box we shared, was for the mixtapes that we

exclusively at me. I missed her sorely, and comforted myself by counting down the days until her return

and all our friends made and traded. A language unto themselves,

made it to take along on that summer trip to the Dominican Republic, using songs from various CDs. The

these tapes were embedded with an intricate set of customs

opening bars of the next. “She Talks to Angels” is followed by “Bad Moon Rising” is followed by “Carolina

house devastated me. It was at once too quiet and too intense, with my parents’ attentions now directed
and playing her beloved mixtapes on a steady loop. One of my favorites was titled D.R.C.D. Mix. She’d
specific track order became etched in my mind so that as soon as one song was ending, I anticipated the
on My Mind.” The sequence still seems so inevitable that whenever I encounter one of these songs in a

and social norms that were obvious to us high schoolers, but
likely incomprehensible to adults. You could present one as a

different context, it feels jarring not to hear the next in line right after.
During the summer I turned sixteen, I followed in my sister’s footsteps and also spent two months
living in Latin America. For me, the country was Ecuador. Along with a water purifier, sleeping bag, and

gift, tantamount to handing over one’s innermost yearnings and

writing journal, I packed my Sony Walkman with a freshly minted mixtape, the result of a recent sisterly

nuanced worldviews. Or, you could casually sprinkle them around

which Jeanette deemed redundant and a waste of precious track space. The only blank cassettes we had

collaboration. We’d briefly butted heads over the appearance of REM on both the A Side and the B Sides,
were C60s, which allotted a sparse half hour per side. But I held my ground, such was the depth of my ardor

the interior of your car, with or without cover cases, as if they were
nothing special, leaving them to rattle around unassumingly.

for singer Michael Stipes, so that both “Man in the Moon” and “Everybody Hurts” were spared. Jeanette,
in turn, won the battle over Depeche Mode’s “Walking in my Shoes” (axed), versus U2’s “Mysterious Ways”
(elevated to opening track status).
Once we’d agreed on a song list, which would, we believed, demonstrate to listeners our cutting-
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MIXTAPE

KATHERINE GROPPO

edge knowledge of current music, our breezy, summer-fun personalities, and our capacity for deep

south on I-5 over the Grapevine and eventually along the coast to La Jolla. Wind tousled my hair, whipping

introspection, it was time to assemble the cassettes from which we’d source each track. We pooled our

up memories and whisking away tears. Even though it had only been a year and a half since my sister’s

resources and organized them on Jeanette’s bedroom floor. One essential element of a top-notch mixtape

death, popular music had already moved on. Nirvana was no longer making hourly appearances on MTV,

is clean transitions: no excessive static, errant clicking noises, or messy seconds of a wrong song’s opening

and fresher artists like Beck, Smashing Pumpkins, and Jewel were all over the airwaves. I wondered what

bars. Working with cassettes, the way to avoid such slop was to painstakingly fast-forward and rewind

Jeanette would’ve thought of them.

to land on the exact target second of silence, and then, ever so gently, press RECORD. As your song was
wrapping up, it was critical to pay attention and lightly press STOP just as the last note completely faded.

One mixtape that Jeanette made was titled Clapton Etc., which mostly featured songs from the
band Cream. I remembered that mixtape when my parents, having flown down to be with me for the

We dubbed two copies, one for each of us, and gave our creation the admittedly uninspired title

second anniversary of her death, took me out to a Mexican restaurant in Old Town San Diego. Clapton’s

Summer Songs. We made up for the boring label by embellishing the track listing insert with artistic swirls

“Tears in Heaven” had just come out, and I was pretty sure my sister would not have been a fan. It’s an

of water color. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to listen to much of that mix, because it, along with most of the

undeniably heartfelt song about the loss of the artist’s child, but it’s also, in my mind, overdone to the point

others I’d packed, got waterlogged and ruined in a sudden downpour during my first week in Ecuador.

of sappiness. For some inexplicable reason, the restaurant’s mariachi band decided to stand right by our

Bob Marley’s Legend was the only tape to survive the trip. I listened to it on a steady loop for seven weeks

table and play their own unique, yet still recognizable, version of that song. My parents and I stared down

straight.

at our full dinner plates. I cringe at what other diners must have thought, as we each, separately, lost our

When I returned home in August, I found that my sister had spent her summer getting ready to leave
for college. Her room now appeared only half lived-in. She’d rolled up and packed her Beatles poster, and
her bookcase stood largely empty, the contents having been boxed up for the dorms. Then, one Saturday

inward battle for outward self control and started weeping. In my memory, the musicians, having realized
that they’d stumbled into something unexpectedly and awkwardly melancholy, wander away to finish
their tune elsewhere.

in September, Jeanette zipped up her last suitcase and left for college, and my drive to school became a

I thought of that Eric Clapton mixtape again a few years later, when a guy whom I had admired from afar

solo act. Jeanette was no longer my designated DJ, selecting and switching out songs, and I no longer

needed a lift home from a Halloween party. My friend, who was his roommate, had previously mentioned

selected music for the morning commute based on length. I just picked whatever tape was handy, and

to me that this person happened to be a fan of Cream. With swift dexterity, I managed to fish that tape out

changed it if it didn’t feel right.

of the Jeep’s console and surreptitiously place it on the dashboard before my new acquaintance climbed in.

The loneliness I felt when my sister left for college was nothing compared to the deep darkness I

My husband has no memory of that mixtape playing a part in our first face-to-face encounter. He

would experience a year later. Jeanette left for a semester of study in Belize, and this time she did not

claims to have had his eye on me for months, and then, that night, to have fabricated his story about a tipsy

return. My big sister got very sick very quickly and died from bacterial meningitis in a cinderblock hospital

designated driver. I won’t concede that the cassette tape played no role in our coming-together, though.

in that far away country.

With both of us generally more reserved than chatty, we needed something to talk about that chill October

I don’t remember what, if any, music was played at her memorial service a week after she died. My

night. It didn’t take much—just a starting point of common interest and an eagerness to listen.

new life seemed so quiet, as if all the music had been silenced mid-song. My memories of those muted
months, as well as the rest of my senior year and even the process of packing for college, are murky at
best. I must have completed all the requisite tasks—final exams, securing a spot in the dorm, freshman
orientation—but the details escape me. My parents and I briefly entertained the notion of me deferring
for a year, to stay home and hunker down in our grief together. But that didn’t feel right. It would break the
natural sequence of high school followed immediately by college, which seemed normal, even though the
context of my departure had been so drastically altered. I stuck to the program, operating largely on auto
pilot, and left for U.C. San Diego.
I didn’t have much need for a car during my freshman year, but the fall of my sophomore year I drove
the old Jeep down, containing everything I’d need to move into an apartment with friends. I shoved the
trunk and back seat full with bags of clothes, laundry detergent, a desk lamp, my boom box and popcorn
popper, all the items bumping into one another mosh-pit style during the long, winding drive. I listened
to D.R.C.D. Mix, along with many other tapes made by Jeanette. With the windows rolled down, I drove
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jessica love

h(us)ks
There were tire tracks in the garage, a black bite mark on the
concrete. And the engine of Mom’s truck rumbled loud in my
ears over my dad’s fading footsteps.
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“Go play and have fun,” Mom said. “I’ll be down here talking with Carie and Tony.” She smiled at Carie,
cheeks reaching her eyelids.
I pulled her hand down, my fingertips pressed into her palm, and leaned up to whisper in her ear. “How
much longer are we going to be here?” I want to go home, I thought.
Mom looked at me. “Just a little bit longer.” She brushed a strand of hair away from my eyes. “Carie, have
you heard the new Celine album?”
I walked up the stairs to Houston’s room; she and Dixie were sitting on the floor with Barbies laying

the

everywhere on the pink carpet. I’d never seen so many dolls. “Hi,” I said.
screen door slapped shut as I stepped into the kitchen; the floor was cool under my bare
feet. “Daddy.” My hands were wrapped up in the hem of my shirt; the fabric wrinkled and

crunched into a warped ball.

hands, pushing buttons with loud gestures.

them. Houston thinks because she’s twelve, she can’t play with Barbies anymore. So she’s got her own toy.”
Dixie looks more like her mom than Houston, I thought. But they both have long, pretty hair. I pulled

“Daddy.”

the ends of my hair to its length at the base of my jaw. Mom always cut my hair short. “What’s that?” I

He held his hand up. “Hello?” He turned his back to me. “She took Matt, and she’s taking him with her
to that woman’s house.” He walked out the back door, phone pressed to ear.
The house filled with quiet, like a stranger’s house. Mom was going to Carie. The dirt from my dad’s
shoes lined the linoleum like scattering ants. She was going to Carie’s house.

pointed at what Houston had in her hands.
Houston held out this pink thing. “It’s a doorbell, for the Barbies.” She pressed a button and a hollow
chime rung out.
“Stop.” Dixie reached to grab it from Houston’s hands. “No one’s coming to the door yet, so we don’t
need the doorbell.”

The house phone rang.

Houston smirked, her lips like plastic wrap over her braces. “Make them come to the door.”

“Jess?”
“Mom.” I crushed the phone against my ear, hard plastic against cartilage. “What’s going on?”
“Everything’s okay,” she said. “I’m just going to my Spanish class, and I’ll be back tomorrow. Matt’ll be
back, too.”
Matt’s gone, too. “Okay.” I twisted the phone cord around my hand. “Why are you not coming back until
tomorrow? Where will you sleep tonight?”

“Not yet,” Dixie said. “And anyway, I thought you didn’t want to play with the Barbies.”
“I don’t. That’s why I’m the doorbell.” Houston pressed a different button and a muted metallic clang
came from the toy.
I picked up one of the Barbies sitting near Dixie. She wore a short dress and had long hair sculpted into
a ponytail. “This one’s got pretty hair.” I have five Barbies at home, and I’ve cut the hair short on all but one
of them.

“We’re going to Carie’s for the night.”

“Yeah,” Dixie said. “She’s the holiday special Barbie. You know how they make special ones for holidays?”

“Why?” I looped the cord through my knuckles, wringing it around each finger. I’d been to Carie’s once.
• • • •
“You can go upstairs with Houston and Dixie, Jessica, and play Barbies with them.” Carie looked at my

I nodded my head. Mom had gotten me the 2000 celebration Barbie two years ago. She had curled hair
and a pretty blue ball gown.
“Well,” Dixie continued. “This is Christmas Barbie, but I didn’t like her dress. So I threw it away. I think she
looks better with this purple dress.”

I grabbed Mom’s hand. “Mom?”
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“You want to sit down?” She held something pink and plastic in her hand.
Dixie ran her fingers through her blonde hair. “These are my mine,” she said. “But you can play with

My dad paced in the kitchen, his shoes kicking off dirt with every step. He held his cell phone in his

mom.

They looked at me. Houston tightened her ponytail and smiled. “Hey, Jess,” she said through her braces.
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I never touched the hair of my 2000 Barbie, or took off the dress. Out of the five I have, she’s the prettiest.
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“Sometimes I play with my little brother, and we’ll play Barbies and tractors.”
Both girls stared at me.
“I mean,” I said. “Matt always plays with his toy tractors, and sometimes I want to play with him.” I picked
at the dress on Dixie’s Barbie. “But he doesn’t like my Barbies, so we play tractors and Barbies.” I have fun
playing with Matt’s tractors, too.

JESSICA LOVE

I turned and climbed back up the stairs. Each step, a mantra in my mind: just a friend, just a friend, just
a friend. Mom said Carie was just a friend. An old friend from childhood. Just a friend.
I sat upstairs the rest of the night, waiting to leave. I didn’t realize I still held onto the doorbell until I got
home. I kept it hidden from my mom for months, tucked away in my sock drawer, until one day I opened
the drawer, and it was gone.
• • • •

Mom would buy him a new toy almost every time she drove by the John Deere Tractor Store. As a
Jehovah’s Witness, she didn’t celebrate birthdays or Christmas, so Matt and I would get periodic presents
throughout the year in place of those sanctioned holidays. Mom hid a bag of small gifts on the top shelf
of her closet, and once I snooped through the bag. I found a tube of fake lipstick with a painted pink top. I
smiled when I put it back in the bag, and when Mom gave it to me on a random weekday, I kissed her cheek
with imaginary lipstick.
“Why don’t you just make him do what you want?” Houston said.
Dixie reached for the Barbie I had in my hand. “I don’t think I’d have fun with tractors.” She plucked the
Barbie out of my hand.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just like playing with my brother.” I rubbed my hands together; they were clammy

“I just,” she said. “I had to get away from your dad.”
But why did you leave me here?
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Everything’s fine. I promise.”
I clenched my hand; fingers curled down, tightened the cord against my skin. “Mom.” What do I do?
“I’ve got to go now. We’re here at the school.”
“Okay.” Come home, please.
“I love you, my little pelirrojo, Jess. See you tomorrow.” The last syllable disappeared in the dial tone.

in the warm room. “One of my Barbies will drive a tractor, and Matt’ll tell me what I’m supposed to be

I pulled the phone cord from my hand, a twisted wad, and hung up the phone. I stared at the spot

farming.” I like to have my 2000 Barbie mowing a field of grass, like Mom. Mom likes to mow grass, because

where the phone was mounted on the wall; the flaky wallpaper peeked out from behind the white, bulky

she loves the smell of the fresh cut grass. Once, she taught me how to drive the John Deere lawnmower. I

base.

sat in her lap and steered, making perfect rows up and down our front yard. “It’s fun.”
“It sounds weird,” Houston said. She stood up, dropping the doorbell on the floor, and walked to her
small vanity across the room. “I’m bored.” Houston let her hair down and began to brush it.
Dixie followed Houston to the vanity, her Barbie still in her hand.
I picked up the doorbell off the carpet. I could hear Dixie and Houston whispering to each other, a loud
buzz in my ear. “I’m going to find my mom.”
Both girls glanced at me, and then turned back to each other.
I stood up and walked to the door. I reached the top of the staircase and began to creep down the
steps, doorbell still in hand. Halfway down I heard a rustling whisper. The staircase curved slightly with the

“You’ve got to stop dragging the kids with you to that Kingdom Hall.” My dad dropped the bags of
groceries he carried on the counter.
“I don’t drag them. They want to go with me.” My mom pulled various items out of the bags: white
bread, Tang, pickles, and milk; she placed each on the counter in a semi-organized pile.
I followed the sound of my mom and dad, my own blue Wal-Mart bag in hand filled with the precious
box of cereal: Marshmallow Mateys. My family had an obsession with Marshmallow Mateys; we would eat
giant bowls of the sugary cereal for breakfast, lunch, snacks, and dinner. Even in place of popcorn when we
watched movies. It was our comfort food.

wall, and I peeked around the corner. I saw my mom’s hair, hanging loose over her shoulders. She never

Matt sat down at the kitchen table, a toy clutched in his hands. I pulled the cereal box out of the plastic

wears it down, I thought. It’s always in a ponytail. She never even lets me brush it or braid it. I crept down

bag like I was unwrapping a present, and sat it on the counter. The marshmallows were my favorite; I loved

another step. I saw her back; she faced Carie. Her hair began to shift off her shoulders, falling towards the

the stickiness of them caught between my teeth. Long after eating a bowl, my tongue would worry each

right as her head leaned. Mom moved closer to Carie. I gripped the doorbell; the plastic corners dug into

sticky reminder out of its cavity.

my palm. Carie’s hands reached through my mom’s hair, following each strand to its tip; her fingers twirled
and twisted into a grip of hair at the base of my mom’s neck. Then, they kissed. Lips pressed against lips as
Mom’s hair shivered down her back.
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• • • •
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“You’re home all day brainwashing them with that Jehovah’s Witness crap. Then you take them with
you to go brainwash other people into that cult.” Dad crumpled the plastic bags in his hands. “And when
you’re not at the damn Kingdom Hall, you’re with that woman.”
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Every time we go to Kingdom Hall with Mom, Daddy gets mad, I thought. It’s not so bad. I wish they
wouldn’t fight about it.

JESSICA LOVE

Mom had come to running it over with her truck in her haste to get out of the garage.
My face pressed against his chest; he smelled of sawdust. “I don’t like it when you and Mom fight.” I

“She’s an old friend. I haven’t seen her since I was a kid.” Mom grabbed the cereal box. “And I’m spending
time with the kids. You’re always working, and when you come home, you just sit on the couch.”
“You know Love’s Feed is our family business,” he said. “And at least I work. You hardly help me with the
store and when you do, you sit and read those damn Watchtowers.” Dad slammed his hand on the counter.
“And don’t think I don’t know what’s going on with Carie!” His face reddened.
My eyes followed the cereal.

held the ear of corn in one hand and gripped his shirt with the other. They had been fighting all the time
recently.
“I know,” Dad said over the top of my head. “I don’t like it either. You and Matt shouldn’t have to hear
that.”
“Why did Mom take Matt with her?” This time she just grabbed Matt and put him in the car. She didn’t
even ask if I wanted to go.

“Shut up!” Mom shook the box at my dad. “I work myself to death for that feed store.” Cereal crashed

Dad took a deep breath, and blew the air out through his nose. His arms fell from around me and

against cardboard. “You don’t know anything. Nothing about me.” The box bent under her grip. “Nothing

stooped to pick up the corn he had dropped. He ripped off the husk in one jerk and tossed the cob into the

about the kids.”

barrel. I took my corn and started to pick at the leafy husk. Mom was with Carie. Dad’s phone rang, and he

“What?” Dad’s face furrowed. “I don’t know the kids? I love my kids!” He moved towards Mom. “You’re
the one who doesn’t love the kids. You’re the one who’s abandoning them for that woman.”
Then the air was full of Mom and Dad’s screams, but their words were lost to me. Matt ran to me,
leaving his toy tractor on the table. His sticky hands gripped my arms. Mom ripped open the cereal box
and the bag inside with such force that Marshmallow Matey’s spilled onto the floor. They didn’t bounce, but
sprawled out across the linoleum in an avalanche of powdery marshmallows and oats.
When she realized what she’d done, Mom fell to her knees and tried to clean it up, all the while yelling
at Dad. But her hands crushed the cereal into smaller pieces, sending sugary dust out around her. The sound
of the marshmallows crunching was louder to me than the yells.
Mom ended up buying more cereal for me. It was never the same, though. The marshmallows tasted
stale; they had lost their sweetness.

disappeared to the front of the house.
Once I got a corner pulled back, I grabbed the leaf and peeled the strand down in one swipe. I never
grew tired of hearing the leaves fall and seeing the yellow peeking out from under the green; it was like
digging up gold. Mom said Carie was just a friend; she was with Carie and I was alone.
The wind blew a strand of my hair across my face, tangling it up in my eyelash. When Mom cuts my hair,
she makes me sit on a chair in front of the bathroom mirror. She always cuts it short, keeping it trimmed just
below my ears. When I asked her, once, why she’d cut it short, she said that her hair was short when she was
my age. She said she was different now than when she was when she was a kid, so she wears her hair long.
From then on, every time Mom cut my hair, she asked if I felt different when each strand fell. I picked the hair
out of my eye, and pushed it behind my ear.
When I got the husk off completely, I brushed my hands over the cob, pulling out the stray silk caught
between the kernels. I held onto to the corn, not wanting to toss it in the barrel with the others.

• • • •

Mom said she would be back the next day, and she was. The next morning when she came home,

The back door shut behind me as I went outside. Reaching the brick path, I heard our animals; our

a man in a starched shirt served her divorce papers. I hid around the corner of the house; I held Matt, his

small farm was in uproar. Ducks, geese, and chickens clucked and quacked in the far corner. The shrill call of

mousey voice whimpering in my ear. And when Mom and Dad’s yells filled the air, I replayed the sound of

our guineas cut through the horse’s deep neighs, and the border collies, Sally and Will, panted at my heels.

shucking corn in my head until all I heard were husks falling softly on the ground.

Even Mom’s horses, Sissy and Beauty—brought with her when she married Dad—sighed and stomped in
agitation.
I found Dad shucking corn by the barn.
Two blue barrels stood near him: one full of ears of corn still in the husk and the other slowly filling up
with shucked cobs. Piles of empty husks lay scattered on the grass. I stood by his side and picked up an ear
of corn, husk still intact. The corn felt heavy in my small hands. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”
He dropped his corn with the husk half on, and pulled me into his arms. “No, don’t even say that. This
has nothing to do with you or Matt. It’s your mom and me.” His foot twitched, as if remembering how close

78

JULY 2016

Jessica Love, a native Memphian, serves seventy steaks a night
while writing stories about mermaids in her head. She is a short
fiction and nonfiction writer, who dabbles in poetry. Her short
stories, “Eight Weeks to the Sea” and “The Losing Man,” have been
published in Castings, the literary journal of Christian Brothers
University, where she is currently earning her BA in Creative
Writing. Jessica’s poetry and short stories have won several awards,
and she has attended the Irish Writing Program in Dublin, Ireland
through the University of Iowa.
JULY 2016

79

80

JULY 2016

JULY 2016

81

j. daniel thornton

slouching toward

abu dhabi
I saw Sex and the City 2 in the summer of 2010. I didn’t see it
out of pure interest, or a dare, or morbid curiosity. Not as a
begrudging boyfriend of some hapless fan of the show. I saw
it, I am now convinced, because I was being thoroughly and
severely punished. Punished by my then girlfriend, Janice, but
also in some ways by the universe.

as

an emotional masochist whose field of expertise includes long-term emotional flagellation, my
strange desire for punishment is inevitable. There is something sickeningly enjoyable about

getting what you deserve, even when you’re on the receiving end of some sort of poetic justice. But when
Janice and I walked into that theater, that same emotional flagellation was soon followed by a series of
events that finally ended in a downward spiral.
• • • •
Sex and the City 2 opens and closes with “Empire State of Mind” by Alicia Keys, while our heroine
waxes romantic about New York City. The title logos are decked out in so many Swarovski crystals that
the audience could be forgiven for donning eyewear protection. Carrie, the heroine we neither want nor
need, chooses to mention how the whole island was bought for nothing, how the Dutch swindled it from
the natives in a way that sounds more like a bedtime story than a history lesson of whites ripping off
indigenous peoples. The whole affair is a good precursor to what follows, that of some kind of gaudy,
unnecessary gild that has the stench of rotten fish heads and manure.
“I like to think of all that as BC: Before Carrie,” says Carrie Bradshaw without any sense of irony, her
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voiceover wrought breathiness that bespeaks of housewives who consider themselves to be real.
• • • •
I was twenty-two when I saw Sex and the City 2. At the time, I barely resembled anything close to a fully
formed adult. Granted I did look like a man, with a bright red beard most likely inherited from a combination

J. DANIEL THORNTON

to listening to Phish or even the Grateful Dead. To be sure, I had not seen Sex and the City. I knew of its
existence, yes, but the whole thing seemed rather odd. To my knowledge, Janice never did, nor did she
want to see Sex and the City 2. Even if she were interested in glitz and glamour, she never showed it. The
only possible reason that she would now have such an interest in it would be to drag me to see it out of
spite, and most of it was deserved.

of Irish-Viking ancestry, something fierce and tall. But all of that was encased in a vicious cocoon of self-

• • • •

pitying narcissism and self-loathing.
At the time, I lived with five other male roommates in a townhouse that had been built in the earlyto-mid-seventies. We dealt with an increasingly aggressive ant invasion. They were in love with the ground
wiring, the current giving them a rush. They’d get a shock and wave their thoraxes in the air, releasing
pheromones calling their brethren. They’d come through the kitchen sink and make small lines towards the
fuse box, where they’d stay until dead. Even now, it’d be apt to say that, in that moment where I handed my
debit card to pay for the movie tickets, I had reduced myself to little more than a six-legged drone waving
my thorax in the air in order to satisfy some tangential morbid curiosity, feeling the electrical pulse of the
possibility of pleasure.

About forty-five minutes into the movie, the script, having run out of ideas, suddenly demands that
Carrie Bradshaw do something. It’s their anniversary, and Big cooks Carrie a luscious Sicilian dinner at home.
It’s impressive, almost always, to have a partner who’s willing to do something like that for you. But all that
Carrie can do is complain about this particular meal not being at a restaurant. What would otherwise be
an interesting subversion of gender norms, or a depiction of a couple having a lovely anniversary, instead
turns into a petulant demand for clichéd rituals that must be bought with a great amount of money.
“You know I’m more Coco Chanel than coq au vin,” Carrie says when Big gently needles her about
her adamant protest for the two of them to never cook anything, instead of saying, “I feel old and I’m

• • • •
At the forty-five minute mark, the foursome-who-are-in-no-way-fabulous find out that they have an all-

not comfortable with it, and I think it would be fun to have a night on the town sometime,” like an actual
human would, eschewing all subtext in a relationship that purports itself to be open, honest, and free of
affect.

expenses-paid trip to Abu Dhabi where they will stay in a fabulously luxurious hotel. Carrie stares off into the

• • • •

distance, past Charlotte, to feign that she has something resembling an imagination.
“I’ve always been fascinated by the Middle East. Desert moonlights, magic carpets, Scheherazade . . . ” as
if she needed to drop in a high-concept literary reference in order to counterbalance her hipster Orientalism
and remind the audience that she’s a professional writer who gets reviewed by The New Yorker.

you want to see.” That kind of accusation stung. I tried to soften her blow by picturing her saying this phrase
as I always pictured Janice on the phone whenever she was saying something less-than-generous: Laying
on her bed in an enormous tie-dyed t-shirt adorned with her self-claimed namesake. The bed that she was

“Like Jasmine and Aladdin?” says Charlotte’s oldest daughter, a small gremlin-like creature who clings to

laying on was the one in her apartment in Athens, a mere three-and-a-half hours away. To complete the

the arm of Carrie’s chair, possibly out of fear of the response that she is about to receive from Sarah Jessica

picture, I would imagine she had her legs in the air moving them back and forth absent-mindedly so that

Parker’s character.

it would make me think of something slightly more pleasant. Sometimes it worked.

“Yes, honey,” Carrie says, “Like Jasmine and Aladdin, but with cocktails.” It’s in this moment where

Even as I acquiesced to her gruff demand with a simple, “Yes, I guess you’re right,” I should have

I wonder if Charlotte’s child will encounter another child from the Middle East in an off-screen yarn while

known better than to take her at her word. Janice kept score. My crimes against her were small and

she’s singing songs from Aladdin, “Where they cut off your hand if they don’t like your face,” and then that

numerous. Sometimes it was outright forgetfulness, others it was small lies, but more often than not it was

child’s parents will be automatically offended. But this is Sex and the City. The plot bends toward a grotesque

a combination of both.

reimagining of Eat, Pray, Love, only lacking the three previously mentioned items.
• • • •
I have no doubt that Janice was trying to punish me because she was not the typical woman who
seemed inclined to go see Sex and the City 2. One only needed to look at the poster for Fear and Loathing in Las
Vegas on her bedroom wall in order to find any indicator regarding her tastes. Her small bookshelf contained
Being and Nothingness next to books by gurus: Bukowski next to Heidegger and Kierkegaard. All annotated
and underlined. She had a secretive taste for tie-dye, and a penchant for occasionally trying to convert me
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Janice framed her complaint thusly: “We never go see a movie that I want to see. We always see what
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I’d often lie to Janice for the reasons that most people do in a relationship: to avoid embarrassment.
This shouldn’t be in any way surprising, but I lied most often out of fear. They were little ones, the small
lies that we tell each other in conversation. When we pretend to have read books we’ll never read or
to have watched films we’ll never see. But among those small lies, I had some larger ones. The biggest
offense came on the weekend of our first anniversary of becoming an item. It occurred at Five and Ten, an
upscale business-casual restaurant in Athens, where I foolishly had told Janice that we should go for our
anniversary dinner. After all, I wanted to impress her. As I only got to see her approximately once a month,
the pressure to make our physical time together memorable tended to increase tenfold.
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Dinner was interesting, the restaurant small and cramped. We sat at a side table. The white tablecloth

J. DANIEL THORNTON

pure terror. It’s a bit like seeing The Rolling Stones performing in their old age.

and hefty silverware quickly told me that dinner would turn out to be beyond my expected price range.

• • • •

And it was. The bill was close to ninety dollars, which I feared would break my bank account, which hovered
at or around $150, but I didn’t have that particular number readily available. I panicked. I ended up tipping
some pathetic amount. Months afterward, the waiter’s bald visage haunted me. I was convinced that my
every visit to Athens would find me encountering him buying okra at the farmer’s market. That night ended
in near-melodrama and near-drunkenness for the both of us, and ended with us sullenly sipping a hastily
made mixture of Welch’s sparkling grape juice and vodka in her apartment, then a tearful confession of
my every single microscopic lie. The process that would become our shame ritual ended with something
resembling makeup sex, which was in a way an intonation of, “I forgive you.”
A graver offense had been not getting tested for STDs, even though I had little to no reason to do

“You like ‘Single Ladies’?” Janice said to me over the phone, the disbelief in her voice so apparent that
it threatened to burst my right eardrum.
“Yes. Yes I do,” I said. “What’s wrong with that?” I honestly saw nothing wrong with liking one of the
greatest pop hits of the last decade. I was in my dorm room when I told Janice that last fall.
“You know, Babe,” she said, with the air of someone trying to tell a friend that they looked terrible in
whatever they were wearing, as Janice was almost singularly obsessed with fashion. “My friend, Michael?
When he met you, he thought you were gay.”

so at the time. Other lies were lesser, about embarrassing things that I forgot to do; failing to respond to

“Really,” I said. I turned to look out the window of my suite at Berry. The sun, which had moments ago

texts in a prompt and interested fashion. Small things, but when given the opportunity to see each other

been so bright it had sapped all notion of color from the dense thicket of trees surrounding campus, was

for only one weekend every month, minor infractions tend to accumulate like the mounds of papers that

now obscured by dark clouds as it threatened to rain. We had been dating for almost six months. I had just

follow me every year. They seem harmless at first. They’re easily disposable. Essays that I’ll never reread,

gotten back from helping Janice move in.

graded papers that will never be returned. Yet, they remain. I find them in my backpack, in my car. They
are receipts, bank statements, insurance bills I’ve already paid. I sometimes wonder out loud to myself,
“Where does it all come from?” even though I already know the answer. It helps sometimes to be at least

“Really,” she said.
Michael turned out to be only half-right.

slightly delusional and ignore the miniature landfill that your house has become until you realize that you
strategize your way back into bed after turning off the light without actually doing anything about the

Apart from having a literal beard to serve as a stereotypical marker of my heterosexuality, I didn’t have
much else going for me in the proof-that-I-was-straight-department. I had been in a multitude of plays. I

paper you’ve hoarded.

had spent the latter portion of my teenage years on a steady diet of glam rock and Rocky Horror. My dream
Janice and I were certainly at that last stage in our relationship, even though our relationship wouldn’t
officially end for almost another year. We’d become so delusional about the clutter, the junk that had

role was and still is Dr. Frank N. Furter. Such aspirations made it easy to assume that Janice was an addition
to my literal face-carpet—a metaphorical beard.

permeated every aspect of our relationship, the bad habits of conversation we’d developed the ability
to listen to each other and yet still be deaf. During our moments apart, we were busy becoming two

It would only be a year later that I would be sitting next to an outdoor fireplace at four in the morning,

incredibly different people destined for conflict, so when Janice asserted that we absolutely had to see Sex

sobbing and trying to stop my throat from catching as I tried to explain to her, through the crackle of an

and the City 2, I became thoroughly convinced that it was the only way out of this ever-growing snowball

overlong phone call, that I fantasized about men and women, and that I still loved her. A month later, she

of bullshit that had become our relationship, this tangle of limbs and fluids and spite.

would ask me what I thought of her friend’s Iranian boyfriend in terms of his attractiveness. How I would
tell her the truth: I thought that he was attractive. How I would say this as we were speeding home in her

• • • •
At about the half-hour mark, the quartet attends a wedding between Carrie and Charlotte’s two best
gay friends. Carrie insists to her husband, Mr. Big, who looks like a more angular version of Mitt Romney,
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car, the two of us slightly toasted from the brewpub. How that mere acknowledgement killed the mood of
the evening, and ended with Janice, tipsy and tearful, asking me if I really did love her. How we then went
to a bar in the middle of nowhere to eat bowl after bowl of peanuts in a vain attempt to sober up.

that it’s “just a wedding,” but as they enter the nauseatingly white chamber where the wedding takes

This wasn’t the reason our relationship fizzled out, though. That actual death was much slower,

place, they’re treated to camp of the kind that makes Susan Songtag cry. Liza Minelli, with none of the

advancing at the pace of a major comic book crossover event. With each subsequent issue, the weight of

pizzaz or the pomp of her days portraying Sally Bowles of Cabaret, suddenly manifests, because according

the anxiety, of wanting to fix myself for her; wanting to be on time; wanting to just once have an experience

to Samantha, when there is enough gay energy within a room, she will manifest. The former disciple

where I was sure of how much money I could spend on her; all built to a terrible climax of me sitting in

of Bob Fosse, now turned apostate, performs a cover of “Single Ladies.” And it’s not even good. Minelli

a chair looking into an empty outdoor fireplace at four in the morning, pressing a cellphone to my ear in

warbles and garbles her notes. The film knows its not good, but like Liza, it’s desperate and needs to sell us

utter desperation to maintain the illusion that we weren’t becoming different people, that this wasn’t the

something, so it cuts away to Mario Cantone’s excited face, which can easily be misconstrued as a look of

end of our time together.
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SLOUCHING TOWARD ABU DHABI

• • • •
At the climax of the film, the four women are in the streets of Abu Dhabi, desperately searching for
Carrie’s passport, which she absent-mindedly left in the bazaar when she was distracted by buying of the
completion of her Orientalist ensemble, a pair of garish shoes to make her look like some kind of discount

J. DANIEL THORNTON

divorced from reality. She almost can’t believe what she’s seeing.
“Is there a plot?” she asks.
“You’ll see,” I say.

Disney princess. Then Samantha, the most promiscuous of the group, has her purse accidentally spill out

Over the next two hours we throw up our hands, become irritated with Carrie’s inane demands for

into the bazaar’s plaza, which is now littered with condoms and hormone pills and things that imams and

youth in the face of mortality, witness four white women fly over to the Middle East and engage in tourism

other men who live in Abu Dhabi apparently disapprove of. But rather than be a humble traveler, rather

of the worst kind. But when the women meet their Muslim counterparts, Emily sits there staring at the

than respect the customs of where she is traveling, Samantha, upon seeing the shock and disgust of the

screen with her mouth open in abject horror. Watching these four women, these gawking, slack-jawed

men who are surrounding her, makes things worse.

tourists spout platitudes about how awful the hijab is and use their counterparts as political props, she

“Yes! I have sex!” she screams at the top of her lungs, ever the ugliest American, picking up her
condoms and throwing them at the crowd of caricatured Muslim men surrounding her with their robes,
who point and jeer at her.

begins to sob. Her glasses fog up, and streaks of mascara run down her cheeks. She cries out to the screen,
“Why?” over and over again.
“What’s wrong?” I ask as I put a glass of water in her hand to help her stop crying and pause the movie.

Our purported heroines are whisked away by a woman, her face obscured by a niquab, to the back
room of a shop selling counterfeit handbags, where the girls find their Middle Eastern counterparts, who
reveal themselves to be, underneath their robes, fully decked out in an obnoxious ensemble of terrible
haute couture clothing. They turn out to be just as vapid, just as body-conscious, just as Western as our
heroines, idolizing them and praising them for coming to their country and engaging in some eating and

I’d anticipated the two of us getting headaches.
“It’s just so awful, it’s just so offensive!” she says in-between sobs, taking a tissue I offered her, “I don’t
understand how you did it the first time.”
“Honestly, I don’t know how I did either.”

praying and loving.
• • • •
Almost six years later on a Friday night, I re-watch Sex and the City 2. Emily and I have been dating for
almost a year. She had been eager to watch it, even though she knew she would probably hate it. We are
both film buffs. Two weeks prior; she had challenged me to list the ten worst movies that I had paid money
to see in a theater. Additional criteria included that I had to have sat through the entire film. I did come up
with ten, but Sex and the City 2 rocketed to the top, just behind Revenge of the Sith. When I presented the
list to her, her eyes, magnified by her large glasses, widened.
“How did you end up seeing Sex and the City 2?” It was the only one that she had questions about. I
explained to her why, using my usual flair for hyperbole. She laughed.
“We should watch it then!”
To clarify: Emily has seen her share of bad movies. She regards Twilight: Breaking Dawn Part 2 as
possibly one of the worst films that she had ever seen. But even though I’ve never seen a Twilight movie, I
know that somehow this is different. This won’t be a film about a creepy vampire preying on an underage
teen spun as a romance for the ages. This is, in many ways, something more abhorrent, a mean-spirited
white woman’s fantasia.
She sits on my futon and watches, mostly in amusement, but sometimes in abject horror. The terrible
cameos, the actors phoning it in for the paycheck, the obnoxious whitewashed version of feminism
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J. Daniel Thornton is sorry if you’ve ever seen him dance. When
he’s not writing, he teaches online courses at Miami University and
lives in Bloomington, Indiana and is an Associate Fiction Editor at
The Indiana Review. Tay Zonday follows him on Twitter, and you
can too @joethelion23.
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Chris Hyndman makes paintings. He uses acrylic paint—usually applied with
a roller—and sometimes tissue paper. The process involves a lot of masking.
Most of his imagery comes from animated computer simulations of fabric,
which he makes using Autodesk Maya. The most recent paintings feature
curtain images, sometimes with a plaid figure “auditioning” in front. Hyndman
is interested in color, texture, structured surfaces, and the roles played by
pattern and digital tools in the shaping and imaging of contemporary identities.
Chris divides his time between Chicago—where he keeps his studio—and
Ypsilanti, Michigan where he teaches at Eastern Michigan University. Recent
shows include solo exhibitions at Bluffton University in Ohio, the Institute
for the Humanities at the University of Michigan, and the Susanne Hilberry
Gallery in Ferndale, Michigan. More images of his work can be seen at www.
chrishyndmanstudio.wordpress.com
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posters!
e believe that publishing true stories
told without shame alongside visual
art brings beauty into the life of our
readers—that’s you! And the magazine would not
be what it is without your participation in what we
like to call contemporary, grassroots patronage. By
incorporating the beauty of these pages on your
living room coffee table, or waiting room magazine
rack, or in your hotel lobby, you can support
talented, hard working artists and writers. Though
producing gorgeous creative work is rewarding in
itself, it can’t buy the celebratory wine. You can
help: All we need is 100 more print subscribers

this is no
ordinary
lit mag
Each issue of Under the
Gum Tree is a carefully
curated showcase of art
and literature. Its full-color,
glossy pages honor the
work of our contributors.

and we can begin to pay our contributors and
staff. For some, writing is therapy and for others,
reading is therapy—and therapy is expensive!
Instead, for less than the cost of one visit with the

Visit underthegumtree.com/store/posters to purchase posters!
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• subscriptions

psychiatrist, you can have a whole year’s worth

• renewals

of beautiful art delivered straight to your inbox.

• back issues

under thegumtree.com/subscribe
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