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Dear reader,

The pages in your hands are products of  countless hours of  editing and imagining. 
When you flip through this collection, you’re meeting the narratives who made it 
home from the struggle that is writing. You’ll also notice the journey of  pencils and 
paintbrushes, willfully guided so that you can see more than graphite lines; more 
than drops of  paint. And, of  course, there’s the light trapped in photographs; worlds 
forged from slices of  time. You have our sincerest thanks for allowing us to share 
these pieces with you.
 As for the creatives, thank you for creating. The Kudzu Review will continue 
to be a platform for those who have stories to tell. It’s an honor to have been part of  
a team whose job it is to facilitate your voices.

Sincerely,
Laura Bradley & 
Alexander Diaz
EDITORS IN CHIEF
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poetry



Tyler Green 11

Laces of you: dust pushed from wood,
a fine five o’clock shadow of
footprints, dancing scuffs, curses
on the walls from twirling hems. You’ve

bruised organs I thought secure,
routed blood vectors to new locales,
inundated the most pleated roads
and yet your knees are bare to me.

You will become the sediment
for my longest bones, soon lost, though,
to bulbous, frothy cancers;
fat busts of self that just won’t die.

But it’s not about that; not
silt deposits and achy protuberance;
you’ve walked off without your dusts 
and music still plays to no shuffling.
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You went to see what the Puritans all gave up.
Went with your school
by plane, which makes me think
the Wright Brothers longed
for Europe. They wanted you
to see what a bomb’s ghost looks like,
that irises still grow
in Dresden, unfurling in clay pots.

I hope it restored
your faith; the fleeting memory
of  Prague
washed in wine;
That you didn’t leave
anything behind, like 
a fanny pack, or a wire necklace
from a street vendor

who feared the EU. I hope
you heeded your travel guide well,
that you didn’t forget some of  your guts
outside Hotel Atlantico. I bet
it felt like growing wings, knowing
you aren’t responsible.
Photos with all your friends
hang in your flat;

Study Abroad   
K

E
V

IN
 B

E
LJ

A
N



Kevin Beljan 13

you have the Elizabethan face.
Tell me you
took it in: London oxygen,
French-breeze-c’est-la-vie.
Tell me
your favorite place. I bet
it was haughty Milan, where
your legs looked long

in candlelight. Tell me
you didn’t leave
anything behind, like
the echo of  your laugh
in a Roman bathhouse.
Tell me you didn’t feel
like a foreigner, that your passport
never made you blue.
When I ask you about your stay
tell me what a gondola is, and that
I’m still handsome, Europe handsome.



I found religion once
or twice. Most notably
on a bus last Tuesday
when a mosquito threw
its entire being repeatedly
against the window.
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Daniel Ruiz 15

Oh, you’re that girl, the one who has a religion
of the week, who collects ceramic unicorns
and owns bearded dragons, who plays with sloths

in the summer, which won’t be cool
  until next summer. You’re that girl,
the one who’s, at a stretch, related to King
  Richard the Lionheart, and who knows
from experience why the air in China is more

dense than in Spain, but why the air in Istanbul
blows your hair back more than either of those—
which you better like because, with red hair, you

look like the Olympic torch being carried
  across Midwestern plains, but when it’s blue
it’s like a bright moon pasted on the light darkness
  of the 8:30 sky, and, really, I’m not sure
what to make of you, and I don’t know you well,

but being that girl must be harder and more fun
than scaling a rock wall and, at the top, 
finding another rock wall.
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I am too fond of my enamel 
for the religion of eating

to take in orange groves 
their bellies ripe 

with gummed teeth 
if only I could fold 

the velvet of blossoms 
against my naked tusks

Oranges    
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Peter Melero 17

as my irises see oil smut on the interface—enter “onset ‘insomnia’.”   online, I wince at the wiki: 
Hydrozoa (hydrozoans) are a taxonomic class of predatory animals, some solitary, some colonial, living largely 
in saltwater...   closely related to (and can often be mistaken for) jellyfish and coral polyps...   belong to phylum 
Cnidaria [nahy-dair-ee-uh].

huh.   I remember that day, eight months ago.   at the end of February, just after my birthday.   mom and 
dad took me to the beach, roughly one hundred fifty miles south of Tallahassee, Florida.   [don’t you remem-
ber when you wanted to be a marine biologist?   you still know so much about it.   you know you’re always welcome 
to transfer back home.   you can be closer to us, and the ocean.]

walk along the shore during a light drizzle draped gray pale overcast, dad spots something oddly neon blue.   
I immediately identify it as a Portuguese man o’ war, pulsating as if it were gasping for air, expanding its 
“lungs” pathetically.   [don’t get too close, that thing has some of the most potent venom in the world.   It’s called 
a “man o’ war” for a good reason.]

‘good.’   it was a good day, indeed.   if for one day, I forgot about my illness.   I refused to let the sight of a 
cnidarian  ignite an actually infinite causal thought chain.   [mereolgical musings        identity claims of colonial 
organisms      some primitive formulation of animalism       regain awareness of my surroundings      retell an 
anecdote to my mom and dad; they’d love to hear it]

instead I was ignorant.   intentionally.
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Pesos sleep in our blue jeans
Cilantro sticks in our teeth
We use her money, eat her food,
but this land does not belong to us

Tonight she grasps our fate,
our existence a wooden rosary 
woven through her flawless fingers
Her Highness of Guadalupe 
sense our misplacement,
the frugal lender of forgiveness

Alas, another being crosses our path
Broken language splats out like chunky paella 
as it ceases to break the barrier
Sorry, pero no can help
And maps do no good 
after the sun has retired 
to las montañas in drug country

Plácido Domingo hums through our rental car radio
while father says he’ll stay up and keep watch
I take an x-ray of his heroism 
only to see right through it
like a pastel stained glass portrait 
of St. Francis Xavier

We Lost Our Bearings in the Badlands   
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Deep down he is a worried little niño
And the desert cactus taunts us
Silly gringos, it murmurs
You have no business here

I inhale the Mexican grit,
wondering if any shells lie below 
the surface of this barren beach,
the shells once safely housed in the homes 
of their magazines 
in the clammy hands of the muchachos,
just as anxious as we are
to see what the mighty land will make of them
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Fatigued abalone on the shore.
Her spotted gray tongue, flushed with weak blood
raw feelers stiff,
like ringlets of charcoal, young branches once swollen with rain
here charred in a forest fire.
These iridescent palms hidden beneath salty ovals bleached since sunrise
In this marbled plane of dirty sand crystals
Cradle she, the refugee, in her own slippery hollow.

Abalone Erotica   
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Michael Belval 21

and I am pissing 
in cockpit toilet 

and I am chanting 
“bitch”, chanting 
“dumbass”

whenever the attendant with your hips 
struts by 

and I am dream- letting 
my barnacled psyche 
by now ; visions 

of the red-eye sky over the gulf engorging 
my hurled skipping stones, 

of hanging out 
on deserted airport Bangor 
and dreaming also 

of me kneeling, surrendering 
(and my shirt’s off ) 
to your father, 

about some blood-spoiled, 
vampire version of you 
knelt at my right hip, 

and I am saying, 
“that’s not sexy.”
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About Love,   

my grandmother knew it all.
How it shows first as a fever and
can be proven by a rash beneath the tongue
or the path blood takes when the palm is pricked.
How it can be cured with a dose of hot chili oil
and a poultice of walnuts and egg whites 
rubbed on the feet.

After Aunt Rebecca was found
under the overpass with
nothing but her body and a note full of 
love, my grandmother checked my armpits,
the backs of my knees, for bites. She 
warned me, bella, keep your head, 
it’s better to live your whole life 
loveless, but I did not believe her.

Ever since you pressed me beneath
the mimosa tree, the pink
tufts of flower, the broken
light, your broken breath
so full of love and “shush, shush,” I picture her 
suspended above the highway. I like
to think that someone saw 
her silhouette like a bud
on a bough, and thought how lovely
she will be in bloom.
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Charles Nutter Peck 23

Out back behind the shed,
Brother lifts dirt with a spade,
makes the greedy hole fat
before lowering the dead possum.

Was there shame in the intimacy
between blood-wet hands and cold fur?
Or did he look away as the neck hit
the mouth of the pit,
not wanting to know if we die
with the world waiting on the porch,
calling for breakfast?
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I Can See   
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Blueberry Jelly    
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Damnatio Memoriae  
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Raja Sharma is a happy American; a handsome bearded man with dark skin and vivid green eyes, 
as can only spring from the triangle between Hyderabad, Tehran, and Kabul. His wife has a good 
American name: Alexa Bartlett. She teaches history at a private school, and often jokes that she’ll 
be the next one of those “blonde teachers on the news.” That always makes them laugh. They’ve 
decided that if and when they have children, the even ones will be Sharmas and the odd ones will 
be Bartletts. They live in a big plantation house in the Georgia countryside, surrounded by twelve 
acres of St. Augustine grass, azalea hedges, and groves of live oaks and magnolias draped in Spanish 
moss. A small river—some obscure tributary of the Suwannee—coils around the property’s edge. 
The muscadine vines grow thick on the fences near that river, constant reminders that a wine press 
inspired Guttenberg. There are few neighbors, but on rare occasions when one of them drops in for 
dinner or drinks, Raja will assure them that he’s lived here all his life, and that he’s not Muslim.
 “Jain, Sikh, and Hindu all the way back,” he says, whenever the question crops up. He never 
specifies how far back “all the way back” goes.
 

§
 
Raja was eleven years old when a class project tasked him to research his heritage. When he asked his 
father for a family tree, the venerable patriarch declared that they would travel to India. The patriarch 
was a stocky, spectacled software entrepreneur with a head of black hair and a silver beard. A self-
made man, he was ever thus impossible to argue with. If Chandra Sharma wanted to make wine from 
the wild grapes, then Raja would help him pick them, and together they’d roll up their trousers to 
crush the grapes underfoot. If he wanted to read all 22,000 shlokas of Somadeva’s Kathāsaritsāgara, 
then he’d disappear into his study for an entire week, leaving Raja with a series of Tupperware meals 
labeled Monday through Sunday. So then it didn’t surprise Raja when the next day Father purchased 
two first-class tickets to Jaipur, in India’s arid north. Raja remembers little of the long flight, having 
hovered between sleep and waking; all that sticks out is the captain’s drawling announcement:
 “If you feel a little chilly, it’s because we are now passing over the Arctic Circle.”
 He fell into real sleep in Jaipur’s airport, and woke only after his father had secured their 
luggage, purchased a week’s worth of food and water, and loaded it all into a rental jeep that smelled 
like an old tennis shoe stuffed with cigarette butts. When Raja awoke again in the middle of the 
great city, it wasn’t because of the tide of voices in the market or even the thrown brick that cracked 
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the window next to Raja’s head, but rather Chandra’s cursing in Dhundhari. In the grips of somnus 
interruptus, little Raja wondered why it wasn’t illegal for so many people to gather on a single street, 
and wondered how the little dark man sitting in the cane chair next to the legume and fruit-laden 
rug kept his pink shirt so clean with all the dust kicked up from the flagstones.

§

Raja is editor-in-chief of a midlevel publishing house he inherited from his father seven years ago—
along with the house and property—when the patriarch vanished into the labyrinthine aisles of the 
house’s grand library in search of his prized first edition copy of Kipling’s Jungle Book. The Tillandsia 
Press handles local talent for the most part, but sometimes Raja finds a voice from further afield. He 
lives for those mornings when he discovers a rat-gnawed, stamp-plastered envelope on his desk, and 
cuts it open to find a story or a poem scribbled on the back of a Hispanophone propaganda leaflet 
with a ballpoint pen or etched in the militant black slashes of a carpenter’s pencil. It doesn’t matter 
if the writing itself is puerile or even incomprehensible. Nor does Raja wonder why or how their 
work comes to his modest publishing house. The author may have written instead of eating. It is this 
authenticity that Raja seeks. Nothing is worth publishing that has not—in some small measure—
driven its author closer to insanity or starvation by means of its upsurge. Raja himself enjoys writing, 
though he no longer seeks publication. He explains this to his wife and friends by means of Plato’s 
Allegory of the Cave; that he has seen too much from the other side to pursue the shades on the wall.

§

Father recited poetry from memory without pause throughout the nine hour drive to the Thar 
Desert’s heart. He had a rich, gravelly voice and a good sense of where to pause. The patriarch loved 
the Romantics (he owned a first edition of Keats’s Endymion), the Classics, and of course the Tang 
poets—with special emphasis on Tu Fu, who’d pioneered autobiographical verse a millennium before 
William Wordsworth dipped his quill in ink. A few times during the drive, Chandra slipped into 
some of the Indian poets like Kālidāsa. These he quoted in their original tongues. Raja couldn’t 
follow them over the hiss of wind streaming through the cracked window. As the jeep rolled into the 
desert the flora became sparser and sparser, until the sight of a single browned sangri tree growing 
out of the dunes warranted snapping a photo or two. The night fell just as Raja felt it should be 
morning.
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 “How do you like the desert, my boy?” Father asked.
 “It’s empty,” Raja said. “There’s nothing but sand.”
 “Pay close attention to the sand’s color. It’s never the same exact color twice.”

§

Today Raja retreats into his mahogany and leather study. He and Alexa had the argument again; the 
argument over the bowl and the sand. Of course Alexa didn’t mention either of them directly. He 
can’t remember how it started, but it ended with Alexa opening a bottle of Riesling, pouring herself 
a big glass, and saying that he should at least try to remember his wife’s hair color if he won’t go 
in without a rubber or with the lights on, that he owes her that much. Raja disconnects his phone 
and router and sits down to type out a poem. His slate gray Scottish Fold, Lord Dr. Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, OBE, OBI, CAT, Esq., plants down on his lap like a little lop-eared Buddha. Next to the 
keyboard he keeps the bowl of chameleonic sand that has in twenty years remained ever as hot as the 
day he scooped it up from the shadowless Thar at noon. Now he attempts to type up a poem, an ode 
to the mother he’s never known.

§

This deep into the Thar Desert the roads were little more than lines on a map, so Father drove slowly. 
The first sight that caught Raja’s attention was an old man in a turban resting under a sangri tree. It 
was hard to see this thing as a person. People weren’t simply tanned and weathered skins stretched 
tenuously over a skeleton. Chicken bone fingers combed through a wispy cotton beard. The eyes had 
sunken into little shaded pits. Maybe there were no eyes. The sight sank into the gray. The second 
sight came an hour later, when the sun began climbing down from its apogee and the somber sand 
turned the hue of powdered sulfur. It was another old man, this time sprawled out in the center of a 
collection of dirt huts. Father stopped at this camp to ask for directions. Raja stayed in the jeep. The 
relic had a long clump of blackened boils growing like a mountain range on his cheek. He kept his 
hands on his chest. While Chandra threw his upper body around in every direction to reach some 
understanding with the local menfolk, a few women scooted around him to offer a water bowl to the 
sick man. He didn’t open his lips for the water; he scarcely blinked when Chandra walked past and 
kicked up dust into his eyes. They left the camp, and Raja clambered to the back seat to watch the 
sick man sink into the yellow.
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 “Why didn’t that man drink? Isn’t he thirsty?”
 Father pushed his glasses higher up his nose. “You must understand something, my son. The people 
here don’t see life the way we do. For them, death is something that can come long before the heart stops 
beating. They don’t rage against the dying light.”
 Raja had never seen real death. Until the third sight. This was brief, sinking behind the dunes the 
moment he became aware of it. There were some youths dragging an animal carcass through the sand, just 
as Georgian hunters would drag a white tail deer through the brush. But this carcass was clothed in orange 
and white. One of the youths lit a torch. Into the gold it sank.

§

Every so often Raja loses his focus and one of his hands strays to the bowl and burns his fingers on the sand. 
He’ll curse, push the cat off, and leave the study to find an icepack. This is when he should be writing, this 
is when he feels closest to Ishta. Alexa doesn’t look at him as he searches the freezer for something to soothe 
his fingers. The half-drained bottle of Riesling sweats on the marble counter. He tells himself this must be 
the day.

§

The fourth sight lived in a large nomad camp of thirty dirt block homes centered on a makeshift temple 
that could double as a mosque.
 Father had a big smile on his face when he stepped out of the jeep and opened Raja’s door. “Your 
grandfather was born in one of these houses.”
 Raja’s tennis shoes sank deep into the sand. He had to kick his way through. The furrows on the 
amber dunes reminded him of a corduroy jacket.
 “Why would anyone live here?” he asked, holding his father’s sleeve as they moved away from the 
jeep and into the camp.
 Chandra pulled his son forward. “Amazing, isn’t it? Societies grow on the banks of rivers, and there 
are no great rivers here—yet there are and have been people in the Thar. Some of them poets; many whose 
names were writ in sand.”
 The sky in parts was turning dark as ink, while the western horizon still burned gold and red. 
Father secured shelter from the munificence of a cigar-puffing camel trader. The camel trader showed them 
to their beds: dusty, faded rugs thrown over reed mats. He offered them water from the camp’s well (called 
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a tar), which—as per Chandra’s translation—was certified as ‘sweet’ and thus free of bitter minerals. Father 
urged Raja to accept, though he would have preferred to drink the water in the jeep. The camel trader called 
in his daughter, a girl a few years older than Raja. The fourth sight. Ishta. That wasn’t the name the camel 
trader called her, and to the day of his death Raja will never know where the name came from. When he 
concentrates and when his blistered fingers throb he can remember the jingle of the glass beads and brass 
ornaments hanging from her ears and around her neck, as well as the chain trailing from a ring on her nose. 
Her shawl and dress: ten colors of silk, with embroidered trim. Eyebrows like those cherished carpenter’s 
pencil markings: thick, orderly, black. An ovoid face. A brass pin on her forehead. But the eyes were the real 
sight; like the green glass of antique bottles.

§

He returns to his study, clutching a bag of frozen peas. He sits down. The sand glows puce now. The cat is at 
the window, staring at a bird on a branch, a mockingbird. The mockingbird prances up and down branch, 
fanning out its wings to show the cat its white patches. It squawks and growls, then chirps at the cat behind 
glass. The ode leaves him before his fingers can return to the keyboard. Human minds are shifting dunes.

§

The water smelled and tasted like crushed-up stink bugs and fizzed when Raja sipped from it. But he was 
grateful to drink water coaxed from the earth by Ishta’s hands. The camel trader provided a few slabs of flat 
bread for dinner. Father whispered to Raja that they would eat a proper meal in the jeep after the others 
had fallen asleep. The bread was tough and stale. He ate only nibbles. He couldn’t stop staring at Ishta, who 
knelt in the corner. He offered the rest of his bread to Ishta, maybe then she would look at him. And she 
did. But she didn’t take the bread.
 “What’s given is given,” Father explained. There would be many more tautologies in the coming 
days.
 That night the camel trader strummed on an old, worn sitar while one of his sons thumped a 
dholak drum. The camel trader started singing an old Rajasthani folk song, and Chandra joined in. Raja 
didn’t know the words, but he could bob his head to the tune. Ishta didn’t move. She remained in the 
corner, firelight on her green like green glass eyes, her hands on an inornate clay bowl. She turned it round 
and round, her fingers fitting into molded impressions on the lip.
 “Kesaariyyaaaa…balaaam…padharo…maahreee dessssh.”
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§

What happened to her? Without a doubt she’s married to a camel trader who doesn’t possess the rupees 
to kindle a small fire. If she’s alive. Raja sets the frozen peas aside and touches the bowl, comparing his 
fingers to the little markings on the rim. She had such delicate hands. The mockingbird chirps once 
more before flapping off. A taunt. Raja knows that this must be the day. He unlocks and opens the 
window, then lifts the screen. The cicadas are out. He likes to think their song is a language of its own. 
It rained earlier in the day. The scent of wet Georgia clay and damp pines rolls in.

§

 They waited for five days. Whenever Raja asked why, or tried to tell his father that he was missing 
school or that he would die or that a child his age wasn’t meant to go for so long without television, the 
patriarch would hold up a finger and shush him.
 “We wait as long as we must wait,” he’d say.
 All the days were the same. When the locals walked at all it was in preset patterns. Though they 
had no clocks, they swept the sand from the huts at precisely 10:00 AM each morning. Chandra’s books 
didn’t interest young Raja (not yet), so had it not been for Ishta he might have lost his mind. He’d follow 
her to the tar each morning and evening—it was in the evenings that her eyes took the color of the 
sunset; amber one night, indigo the next. She never spoke a word to him, but a few times she’d smile, as 
if pleased to have some company on the long walk to the tar. Once, they found a long stick and amused 
themselves by drawing figures on the dunes. She drew birds. He drew airplanes. And when night fell and 
everyone else slept, Raja would crawl up next to her and wait—wait for the language of her dreams to 
reveal itself in the bend of her fingers, the wrinkling of her nose, or the twitching of her resting eyelids.
 On the sixth day the rain fell. No one left the huts. No matter how much water fell, the sand’s 
thirst grew to meet it. Father assured him that the jeep was parked on firm, high ground. It rained all 
night. The next morning Raja woke to find the desert gone—in its place lush grassland had sprung, rife 
with chattering insects and vibrant, strutting peacocks. The tallgrass swayed as if brushed by a single 
massive hand. This was what Father had wanted to show him.
 It was time to go. On the morning of their departure, Raja and his father helped the camel 
trader and his sons search for the clay bowl they used to collect water. It didn’t turn up. Chandra said 
it was probably lost somewhere in the grass. It never occurred to the nomads that someone might have 
stolen it to collect sand. Theft was a non-concept.



Jonathan Duckworth 41

§

Raja picks up the bowl by its base. His fingers still throb and sting. He leans his head out the window. 
It’s a long drop. He thrusts the bowl forward. The sand spills out. The thousand grains billow in the 
air, and glow like falling sparks on their way down to the lawn. When Raja comes downstairs he finds 
Alexa standing at the kitchen window. The sand sparkles on the tips of leaves and on the grass. Raja 
puts the half-drained Riesling back in the fridge. He tells her it’s done.
 “The bowl, too?” Alexa asks.
 He can only shake his head. He won’t throw away the bowl, no matter how loud Alexa sighs; 
no matter how cold the clay becomes. The marks of Ishta’s fingers are always there.

§

“We have no history, Raja,” Father said, as the jeep tumbled through the tallgrass, away from the 
nomad camp. “We go as deep as the roots of the grass.”
 Then he quoted Tu Fu:
  “Wind-tossed, fluttering—what is my likeness?
  in Heaven and Earth, a single gull of the sands.”
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It was inevitable that the Sheriff would show up on their doorstep after the lies printed in the paper, but 
Eli still felt hurt when he knocked on the door after school on Monday. Eli had been friends with Joe, the 
Sheriff’s son, for as long as he could remember. They began wrestling together at five, just two little boys in 
spandex with cauliflower ears practicing pins on each other. The Sheriff used to pick them up so Eli’s father 
could stay late to work with the older boys on their way to State. They’d go to get ice cream and Eli and Joe 
would sit on the tailgate, licking their cones and laughing.
 Eli craned his neck around the tall man who was like a second father to him, and could just see 
the outline of Joe in the back of the police cruiser. He turned back to the Sheriff. “Anything I can help you 
with, Mr. Garner?”
 “It’s Sheriff for now, son. You know why I’m here.” To be fair, the Sheriff sighed. There were many, 
many nights when Eli and Joe would play LEGOs on the floor while their fathers watched football together, 
talking over beers like the old friends they were. And somehow they’d ended up here...
 “You know my dad, Mr. G. And you know Mrs. Baylor—” Eli took a deep breath, closed his 
eyes. “You know she’s just pissed. Come on, sir! No one in town would really believe my dad would touch 
anyone on the squad!” Eli had been telling himself that since Sunday morning, when he’d opened the paper 
to a picture of his father pinning Tyler Baylor to the floor. Tyler wasn’t wearing a shirt, and Eli’s father was 
pressing down on him, hands on shoulders so there was no possible escape. It was a wrestling move, a pin, 
something done all the time between players and coaches in the back auxiliary gym where the wrestling 
squad practiced.
 A hand came down on his shoulder and Eli looked up at his father, who looked old today, and tired. 
Eli could only vaguely remember a similar look aging his father so much after mom died. “Come inside, 
Alec. Eli, stay here.”
 “But dad—” The Sheriff moved past him, and suddenly Eli was the one on the stoop, left staring 
at the closed front door. 
 “Jesus Christ, everything’s so serious today,” Joe ducked out of the car and loped over. Although he, 
too, was on the wrestling squad, Joe looked like he should be a runner — he stayed thin and unmuscled no 
matter how much he tried to bulk up. “Sorry about hiding out. Dad told me, ‘maybe it’s time you and Eli 
took a break from each other.’ Like we’re a frickin couple.”
 Eli tried to smile, because he knew that Joe wouldn’t stop rambling until he did, but it was easy for 
Joe to make jokes. He’d seen the shit that went down in school today, but none of it was directed at him. 
Pedophile’s son was hurled more than once, and while Joe had been able to laugh it off, he’d always put a hand 
on Eli’s arm, ready to pull him back from the fights he so desperately wanted to start. 
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 Joe sat down on the stoop and cocked an ear hopefully, but the house kept whatever secrets 
their fathers were discussing. “Guess who talked to me after school today?” He didn’t wait for Eli to 
guess. He never did. “Tyler. The nerve, huh?”
 “What’d he want?” Because if there was one person Eli had been hoping to run into it was 
Tyler. Tyler was in the picture next to the article about pictures and positions and serious allegations. 
 “He didn’t make much sense. You now Ty. He can’t string three words together without 
stuttering, and it was pretty bad this afternoon.” An uncharacteristically ugly look unfolded across 
Joe’s face. “Telling lies must have taken a lot out of him.”
 Eli did smile at that, grateful that Joe was on his side. He hadn’t been able to sleep the night 
before, too busy worrying over the thought that it wouldn’t look too good for the Sheriff ’s son to be 
hanging around the offspring of an accused pedophile. But when he got to school Joe was on their 
usual bench, fingers tapping a rhythm on the back as if nothing was wrong at all. 
 “Anyway, Tyler said something about how he wanted your dad to know...something. And he 
didn’t mean for his mom to put it all in the town paper. That was her idea.”
 “Tyler knows about his mom and my dad,” Eli said, angry at this oversight. It was a story 
that still circulated around town, told lazily near last call at the bars: the tragic tale of Cindy Baylor 
and Peter Lauper. They’d been high school sweethearts, but when Eli’s father wanted to break it off 
before college, Cindy Baylor had faked a pregnancy to get him to propose. After insisting on an 
ultrasound before the wedding, so a picture of their child could be among the guests, Eli’s father had 
been so disgusted that he ended the engagement and took off a month early for Penn State, where he 
eventually met and married Eli’s mother. They’d had just over eight years together back in the town 
where Peter Lauper grew up before tumors consumed his mother’s brain when Eli was just five years 
old. “He knows she’s off her meds when it comes to my dad.”
 “I didn’t even know there was a place beneath rock bottom that she could stoop to,” Joe said, 
then jumped as the door behind him opened and slammed. 
 “I told you to stay in the car.” The Sheriff grabbed Joe’s shoulder and steered him back towards 
the cruiser. “You’re not seeing Eli until this is put to rest. How many times do you have to hear it?”
 “In all the excitement I must have forgot. What were you guys talking about? Are you going 
to arrest—” The Sheriff slammed the door before Joe could finish the thought, then looked back at 
Eli. 
 The Sheriff looked older, too, Eli realized, noticing grey hair, a bald spot...and then glancing 
down and seeing the gun, the handcuffs. “It’s all procedure, son. If there’s even a chance—the phone 
was ringing off the hook today with calls from parents of the wrestling squad.” Eli saw how the Sheriff 
glanced at Joe. He wanted to get angry, but Eli somehow couldn’t muster up the energy to be mad at 
someone for protecting their son. 
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 And as the police cruiser pulled out of the driveway, Eli realized that the one he wanted to be angry 
at was still here, in the house. Because more than a day after the article hit the stands, his father had not 
once denied anything printed about him.
 
 “Apparently the school board is ‘suggesting’ that I leave the rest of the season to Williams. Alec 
volunteered to play messenger.” Eli watched his father not eat the burger. He wasn’t hungry, either. He could 
feel the stares from everyone in the diner and wished they’d just stayed in and ordered pizza. 
 “Are you going to stop coaching?” He’d seen parents in Dr. Baylor’s office this morning, adults he’d 
known since he was just a wiry kid in a singlet. They were requesting their sons be moved to a different gym 
class, threatening to take them off the squad, and damn the cost of scholarships already won. 
 His father was on his third cup of coffee, and looked at Eli from over the brim. “Do you want me 
to?” His father was the master of answering a question with a question. 
 Eli shrugged. He’d always kind of loved having his father as his coach. A lot of kids on the squad 
would tell him that he was lucky his dad was so cool. When he was little, right after his mom died, he used 
to picture Dad as a kind of superhero who could wrestle any bad guy to the ground, who was strong and 
brave and true. On the day of the funeral, five-year-old Eli couldn’t stop crying, and though he was too old 
and too big, his father held him in his arms the entire day, as if he could never be too heavy to carry. 
 But now he looked at his father and wondered, for just a moment, if any of it could possibly 
be true. His father had not been on a date in a dozen years. Not once. And ever since the article Eli had 
wondered just how much he actually knew about the man he lived with. They talked—Eli about his day, 
his friends, his ex. Eli told his father about a condom breaking, and his girlfriend’s late period. Eli told his 
father about the time he split Joe’s chin when his friend had told him, truthfully, that Eli’s steady girlfriend 
was making out with another guy behind the gym. 
 He told his father everything, because he wanted his father to know him. Eli wanted to tell him 
all his flaws so that when his father doled out some infrequent praise, he could feel like he deserved it. But 
in return he got very little. Problems with the school board, with the athletic department, with funding for 
the wrestling team despite a decade-long winning record. But never anything about his own thoughts or 
feelings. 
 And once, years ago, Eli had called him out on it. This was the night after he came home with Joe’s 
blood on his skin. He’d been angry, and frustrated, and scared of losing his girlfriend and his best friend 
at the same time, and his father had told him, as if he didn’t know, that lashing out when emotional did 
nothing but make more sloppy mistakes. “I should know.” But he didn’t elaborate, just buried himself back 
in paperwork, and the last thread holding the teen together snapped. Eli had yelled at his father, demanding 
explanations, back story, a narrative to weave a life together. And all he got in response was, “One of the 
privileges you win by being a father is that you don’t have to explain yourself to your son.”
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 Those words had stuck with him until sometimes Eli could feel them pounding in his head. Especially 
recently, when he wanted nothing more than for his father to open up, to explain. “Dad, can you tell me —”
 “Back in a second, son. Hold that thought.” His father scooted out of the booth and headed in the 
direction of the bathroom. 
 Eli shook his head, looking down at the cold food. He wanted to sleep until Christmas, until a New 
Year rolled around. Everything that seemed incredibly important in October always looked so trivial when 
the January frost set in. He pushed hard potatoes around his plate, making a snow-capped mountain. 
 Once, his father had called a practice over Christmas Break, and boys had gotten themselves to the 
gym only very reluctantly. They were supposed to have two weeks without going to school, but there was 
something about Coach Lauper that made you want to say yes to anything he said. Instead of practicing, they 
had a snow ball fight on the huge expanses of school yard and climbed the hill at the far end to sled down. 
Tyler had been there, and Eli remembered him telling his father that it was the best day of his whole life. 
Tyler’s eyes had been shining, the grey startling on his cold-blistered face. And the way he’d been looking at 
Eli’s father, their coach...as if he could do no wrong...
 “You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” 
 Eli looked up, surprised to see an older woman standing at the table, clutching her purse as if to use 
it as a weapon if Eli decided to charge. “Excuse me?”
 “Disgraceful. That man showing his face around here? He ought to be shot for what he did.”
 A cold, slimy feeling spread through Eli, so different from the white-tipped rage that had been there 
before. This felt like guilt. “Ma’am, you’ve been reading the paper. It was just a lie — a Letter to the Editor.”
 “Awful, to take advantage of innocent young boys like that!” The woman was nearly screeching, and 
the whole diner had turned to stare. Eli wanted to point out that he, too, was an innocent young boy, but the 
words stuck in his throat. 
 “Eli!” His father’s voice, his Coach Voice, made Eli stand, scurry around and past the woman. “We’re 
done here.” His father threw a few bills at the cashier, who looked at the money as if he would like to disinfect 
it first. 
 Eli tripped after his father, who was already out the door, in the parking lot. He thought, dumbly, 
that it was odd that it was a full moon. A harvest moon, sitting fat and low on the horizon. Strange things 
always happen during the full moon. One of his only memories of his mother was her telling him about the 
full moon, and how it made people savage, crazy. It’s where the word lunatic comes from. 
 He slid into the passenger seat, not looking at his father, who hadn’t yet gotten his keys out. “Looks 
like we’re going to be having a rough time of it for a while, son. You can handle it, right?”
 There were so many questions Eli wanted to ask, but more than anything he needed to be on his 
father’s side, for his father to be on his. So he nodded. It had taken the article coming out, threatening to tear 
everything he knew at the seams, to make Eli realize his whole world boiled down to his father. 
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 “Tyler — poor kid. He’s so confused. And with that mother of his...” He scrubbed his face, glanced 
at Eli, who was trying to disappear into his sweatshirt. “What do you think happened?”
 “Doesn’t matter. I know you wouldn’t do it.” But the words were strained, and his voice cracked on 
the wouldn’t so the second syllable almost disappeared. 
 A hand patted his knee, and Eli flinched away. His father was not a very tactile person. Outside of 
the gym, where you grabbed and touched and hit any way to had to get someone on the floor, his father 
rarely grabbed him, hugged him, patted him on the back. “It does matter. If anyone says anything to you — 
God, Eli, I’m in the school, too. I know what’s going on. I want you to have the conviction of your belief. 
What do you think happened?”
 Eli chose his words carefully, holding them in his mouth to weigh each one. “I think Tyler’s mom 
has been to practices before and took pictures of you showing Ty moves. And…I think the right words can 
make people think anything.”
 “I should have known she’d pull a stunt like this.” Finally, keys in the ignition, backing the car out 
of the parking space. He didn’t look at Eli. “I didn’t want come back to this town. That was all your mother. 
And then she was gone, and I couldn’t leave. I barely knew how to take care of you. I needed Alec. I needed 
my sister.” He sighed and stared straight ahead. “I should have known better.” 
 The orange moon made the dead leaves cast strange shadows on the road, and Eli looked at these 
rather than at his father, who never talked like this, ever. He’d always made it clear to Eli that he was the 
parent, and the parent’s job was to help their kids out with their problems, no matter what. But he also 
made it clear that good fathers never let anyone know how worried or scared or conflicted they were. That 
was a sign of weakness. 
 “And then I had the squad at the high school, and the boys in your year...some of those boys I know 
better than your cousins, my own nephews.”
 This couldn’t be happening. Eli tried to think of something, anything to say so he wouldn’t have to 
hear the sadness in his father’s voice. “Dad...did anything happen between you and Tyler?”
 He couldn’t be wrong about this, not about this most basic thing. His father, his upstanding father, 
the one everyone trusted with their teenagers, with their young sons, to teach them how to wrestle, how to 
win, how to be men....his father, who dragged Eli to church every Sunday, made him visit his grandparents, 
have his aunt over for dinner...the man who’d always been so strong and good could not possibly have 
done what he was accused of. That was one of the facts of Eli’s life that he always thought went unspoken, 
unquestioned. Hi, this is my dad the coach. He’s not a pedophile.
 He didn’t know how much he needed a reassuring answer until he was waiting for an answer for 
five long seconds...ten... 
 “I don’t know what to do here, Eli.”
 “Dad?”
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 “I feel like I was finally getting somewhere with the boys. Joe’s finally starting to bulk up, and you’re 
on your way to State and Tyler—”
 “Dad, what happened between you and Tyler?”
 They were at a stop sign. The road in all four directions was deserted. His father still wouldn’t look 
at him. “I swear I was never inappropriate with Tyler. With any of you boys.” And then, quietly imploring, 
“Did you ever think otherwise?”
 Eli shrugged. Sometimes he thought that truth, like beauty, must be in the eye of the beholder. If 
you want to believe someone is capable of something –if you want to believe that a scandal can happen even 
in a sleepy little town—then all it takes is well-chosen half-truths and a couple of old pictures. But did he 
really think his father had cornered Tyler, the poor kid with a stutter and an easy blush? 
 ...There were quotes from Tyler in the paper, there was over a decade without dating, there was a 
dozen years of coaching sweating boys in spandex...
 “No.” He said, hoping that saying it out loud would make it true, would squash that small part of 
him, that sly, low voice in the back of his head saying what if? what if? what if?

 It was almost as bad going to school without his father as it had been going to school with him. 
 The whole business started in Chemistry, where Eli sat at the back lab table with the other wrestlers 
so they could all complain about being hungry together. Now sitting with Joe and Tyler and two other 
squad members seemed like the worst part of his day.
 Joe punched him in the arm, too hard as always, but at least something was still normal. “I’d 
fucking kill for a burger. I need to go down two pounds.”
 “Two! Williams wants me to wrestle down a whole class. I need to lose eight by next week.” It was 
nice of them to not gawk at Eli like the rest of the class was — staring and whispering behind their hands 
and behind his back. Maybe the squad knew. Maybe their love for their coach would extend far enough to 
forgive him his false transgressions. One of the boys looked at Eli and pulled a face. “Any idea when your 
dad’s coming back, Lauper? Williams is going to kill me with his tyrannical bullshit.”
 Eli shrugged. Joe took the opportunity to toss in his two cents. “Ask Tyler over here. When you 
gonna make your mom print a retraction, Stutter?”
 Tyler looked at Eli and shook his head. “Eli I’m s-s-s-sorry about all of th-this. I d-d-d...” he 
couldn’t get any more out and groaned, putting his head in his hands. 
 “Maybe you should sit somewhere else today, Tyler,” one of the other wrestlers said, not meanly. 
“Calm down, clear your head. We know you didn’t mean it like that. You’re mom’s kind of a bitch about 
Coach, always has been.”
 Tyler cast Eli another little, helpless look and gathered up his books just as an announcement from 
the PA system called Eli to the guidance office.
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 “That’ll be Principal Baylor all right,” Joe said, nodding. “She came over last night to talk to dad, 
try to get him to arrest Coach. Dad said that he didn’t owe her anything, and he and Coach have been tight 
since high school and there was no proof. But you know the Baylors are the oldest family in town. They’re 
the ones who get him elected.” Joe frowned and Eli shoved his last book in his bag. Wouldn’t it be funny if 
both their fathers lost jobs to this scandal? Wouldn’t it be funny, and not funny at all?
 Joe poked him in the ribs on his way out, too hard again. “Tell her she looks like a potato for me, 
okay?”
 “I’m actually going to work on not getting suspended. Thanks, man.”
 When he got down to Baylor’s office he didn’t bother knocking, just walked in and took the chair 
across the desk. “You call me down to apologize about trying to get my dad arrested?”
 “I called you down here,” the principal said, each word spoken slowly as if Eli was very young or 
very fragile. “To ask a very specific set of questions.” She picked up a paper on the top of her desk and 
cleared her throat, reading without expression. “Has your father ever touched—”
 “No.”
 “I’m not finished.”
 “Yeah, you are. No, he hasn’t touched me or looked at me or said anything to me that any dad 
wouldn’t say. You know that. You knew him! You were going to marry him!”
 Though she didn’t address his words, which were shouted at the end, the principal did look as if 
he’d slapped her. As if this wasn’t common town gossip. “What about the friends you have over? Maybe 
Joseph Garner? Is there any time he ever said—”
 “No! Jesus Christ, the truth isn’t enough for you, is it? You just want to keep asking and asking until 
you get the answer you want. Well guess what? The truth is my dad’s an amazing coach, and everyone on 
the squad still likes him, and this will all blow over once you parents fucking listen to us!”
 Someone poked their head into the room, probably because of the shouted curse, but Baylor waved 
them away. She looked angry. “The only reason I wrote that is because I was listening to my son. I was 
listening when he said Coach had upset him.”
 “Is that all he said? And you made it out —Jesus Christ, the team’s been picking on the wrong 
Baylor. Do you know you turned your son into a social pariah?”
 “I was under the impression that that was you, Elijah.” She leaned forward in the chair, hands 
clasped primly together, “Now, if you’ll cooperate, we can get this mess all sorted out. There’s no need to be 
afraid of your father. You can tell me the truth.”
 That made Eli slap the desk with the palm of his hand. Of course this would be her goal—to make 
him agree with the trumped up charges against his father, to leave his father with no one, with nothing. 
This morning he’d ridden the bus for the first time in three years. His father’s car had been spray painted. 
The word pedophile was used a lot. 
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 “Tyler told me exactly what happened Friday night in the locker room. Did your father tell you?” 
Baylor smiled grimly at Eli’s expression. “No? I suggest you ask. I’m just protecting what’s mine, Elijah. And 
if you insist that your father isn’t hurting you, then I’ll let you go for today. But expect it to get worse from 
here. Investigations like this tend to find a lot of prior instances.”
 Eli felt sick as he picked up his backpack, leaving without looking at the principal again.

 He skipped wrestling practice, even though there was a pre-season meet at the end of the week. He 
couldn’t remember the last time he went to practice without his dad being there to coach him. So he had to 
leave, and was almost to his car and home free when Tyler poked his head out of the door to the auxiliary 
gym and ran over to him.
 The sight of the person who’d caused so much pain for what small family Eli had left made him stop 
short. He threw his bag into the back seat of the car and waited, fists clenched. They were around the corner 
of the school, in the parking lot by the gym that was exclusively for athletes. No one would see anything.
 “Eli!” Tyler had told him once that he liked Eli’s name a lot, since there were no hard letters for him 
to stumble over. He’d jogged up to the car and now stood there, shivering. “I’m — I’m s-sorry.”
 That did it. Eli felt justified for slamming Tyler against the hood of his car. “You ruin my dad’s life 
and all you have to say is fucking sorry? Why the hell would you accuse him of something like this?”His 
father had told him to have the faith of his convictions, so here he was, betting the house on the dad he was 
only now realizing he barely knew. 
 “I — Eli, I—” Eli growled and shook Tyler until his head slammed against the hood of the car. “I 
l-l-love him!” 
 What the hell? 
Eli felt his grip loosening. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this, wasn’t a seventeen-
year-old boy admitting a crush on an older man. On his father. Unbidden, the memory of the snow ball 
fight came back to him, complete with the picture of Tyler staring up at their coach with something like 
admiration. Adoration.
 His slack fingers were enough for Tyler, who didn’t need his decade of wrestling to break the loose 
hold. Tyler straightened up, not meeting Eli’s eyes. “You h-hear them in the l-l-locker room. Fag a-a-and 
homo and q-queer. I don’t want to b-b-be that! But I love Coach. I have for —  for f-forever.”
 Eli contemplated hitting Tyler but he wasn’t feeling anger now. Disgust, sure. And a kind of morbid 
fascination. “How the hell does that warrant what you put the paper? How could you want this to happen 
to him if you—” choke, stumble over the words because my god he hadn’t expected this, “love him?”
 “He d-d-doesn’t love m-m-me!” The stuttered sentence was a wail, and Eli watched as Tyler 
crumbled against the car, his hands covering his face. “I t-t-told him on Friday. H-he said he d-d-doesn’t 
feel the s-s-same way. He l-l-looked at me l-like—”
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 Tyler broke down completely then. A hitching intake of breath and then his body was shuddering 
as he cried silently. Eli regarded him. It was a pathetic picture.
 He didn’t need the rest of the story, though. Peter Lauper had spurned the Baylors, mother and son, 
and when Tyler had gone home, had stuttered something about a problem with his wrestling coach, maybe 
even added or embellished a few details like victims of unrequited love sometimes do…well, that made two 
people from a powerful family with a grudge against the same man. 
 Eli punched Tyler at that thought. It had the double effect of making Eli feel grimly pleased and of 
stopping Tyler’s crying. “I think anyone would agree that I was totally justified.” Eli said, stuffing his hands 
in his pockets before he could give in to the want to do it again. “But now I’ve got your attention. You’re 
going to print a retraction. That’s not an option. You’re going to write another letter to the newspaper and 
take back everything you said. If you don’t I’ll tell the whole town what you told me.”
 Tyler wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Everyone w-w-will hate me.”
 “Maybe,” Eli conceded. “Probably.” Tyler winced at his words, as if he hadn’t known his actions 
would have consequences, as if he didn’t understand that you can’t just lie your way into what you want. 
“You still know that this is the right thing to do. You say you love my father, Tyler? Prove it.”
 He got in his car and left Tyler with the beginnings of a magnificent bruise blackening on his face.

 “Dad?” Eli turned into the kitchen where his father was surrounded by empty beer bottles. It had 
been his coping method after his mother’s death, not that Eli remembered that time very well. Sometimes, 
when Alec Garner was over he would tell Eli’s father, quietly, that he thought that four, five, six beers were 
enough. 
 Eli dropped his backpack in the doorway and put the empty bottles in the recycling bin. He 
contemplated his father, wondering how much he should say. “Tyler told me what happened.”
 His father didn’t look surprised. He just shook his head. “I made a mistake, son.” 
 Eli slipped into a chair across from his father and nudged the half-empty beer bottle out of the way. 
“It sounds like Ty was the one who made the mistake.” 
 But his father was shaking his head, “No, I was cruel. Tyler — Tyler’s been staying late. Wants to 
make State this year.” His hand reached for the place the bottle had been a moment before, and Eli moved 
it further out of the way. “I didn’t say anything. I just left him there. Left half the mats still on the floor too, 
and all the lights on, door unlocked. It was against protocol but I couldn’t — how do you respond to that?” 
He laughed without humor. “What the fuck am I supposed to say to a sixteen-year-old boy who says he’s in 
love with me?”
  Eli was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to come up with an answer for that. Instead he offered, “I 
punched Tyler after he told me.” Because even after all of this, he still wanted his father to know all the worst 
parts about him.
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 His father shook his head. “It’s not his fault. It was his mother’s letter in the paper. Remember that 
it’s forgiveness is that makes you a man.”
 “I thought pain made you a man? That’s what you told me last year after that pill-popper from 
Millville dislocated my shoulder.”
 “Do you remember everything I say?”
 “Yeah Dad, I do.” And he did. Eli remembered everything, especially those words that he was 
coming to believe defined his father: you don’t have to explain yourself to your son. So after he left his father 
that night, taking the remaining six pack with him, biking over to Joe’s (the car still had paint on it) to 
talk through all this, after the next morning, when the letter to the editor stuttering Tyler had written was 
surprisingly articulate and coherent enough to make sure his father was back coaching by the end of the 
week, he would catch himself looking at his father coaching them, all sweating in their spandex, and find 
himself wondering of all the other small scandals that made up a lifetime, and how many of them Eli (who 
liked to tell his father everything, all his flaws, so he felt like he deserved his praise) would never get to know 
about.
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Alright. First things first. I know what you’re thinking: “Wait a minute. Hang on. Is this a review of some 
visionary art house flick I carelessly missed? Did the New York Times Best Sellers list skip over what would 
seem to be the self-help wonderbook of the century? Is Fiona Apple releasing another album already? 
Or…could it be that finally, at long last, someone is going to review the actual story of my real freaking 
life and tell me if I’m on the right goddamn track?!”
 Well, let me assuage your wonderment straight away, fellow sailor-mouthed mortals eternally 
seeking love, by formally clarifying (in my pajamas) that, as it’s not every day one finds themselves back 
at college at age forty-one, drafting their first paper for a nonfiction writing course with the following 
instruction looming in their crown: since you have the freedom to choose ANYTHING you want to review, 
start by brainstorming a list of things over which you already have authority, I’m happy (relatively speaking) 
to report that the answer to your query is, “Yes.” As in, we’re talking real freaking life here, kids.
 Now, before we move to our analysis as outlined by our epic (earnest!) title, I think it’s important 
to note that upon said brainstorming, I did consider several topics over which I do believe I hold a fair 
degree of dominion, but that are perhaps considered more “traditional” in nature: the book Eat, Pray, 
Love; the film Cinema Paradiso; French-pressed coffee; New York in June…that sort of thing. (P.S.: Pretty, 
Damn, Good; Molto fantastico; Toujours!; What’s fucking better, yo?) But as I carefully deliberated over 
which subject to examine, this notion of writing from a place of authority kept tugging at the lapels of 
my heart and mind with notable vigor. Where did it take me? Well, generally speaking, to an array of 
colorful life experiences quilted together by the threads of passion, pursuit, and peril. But if we’re talking 
actual shit I had to deal with that can now be fused into a piece of writing intended to serve my fellow 
melancholy man (hint—we are), then:

[insert twenty years’ worth of living, loving, losing, learning, and invariably landing on Self-Discovery 
Island here] 

Then, [insert me pouring a glass of red]

Opening Up One’s Heart and Mind to Another in an Attempt to Explore 
the Bedrock of a Vital, Romantic Partnership Only to Continually Be Left 
Standing Alone in the Driftwood of Self-Discovery: A Review
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In light of the fact that in recent days I have once again experienced a shift in status from “hopeful bedrock-
explorer” to “bona fide driftwood-dweller,” and considering that I don’t feel so much disappointed by this 
development as I do fortified by it (NOTE: period of intense disappointment, included), I am compelled 
to offer you fine love-lovers my hard-earned two bits as to where the value lies in what the kids today 
might refer to as, “going for it.” ’Tis my hope that upon considering such excavated bits, you will be 
inclined to concede with my ultimate finding, that: Opening oneself up to another in hopes of letting 
in lasting love—regardless  of  where one lands—is ever a worthwhile expedition.
 Or, perhaps at the very least you’ll snag a few pointers on how to rock a sanity-survival kit. 
(Correct! If you said, “Wine is Item A,” you are already, in my estimation, rocking it.)
 Now. On to the obscure yet relevant review at hand.
 Let’s begin our formal discussion (still not dressed) by noting—and, I trust, agreeing, that the 
occasion of meeting another humanoid on this big blue marble in the sky who we long to spend copious 
amounts of time conversing with and placing our lips upon, is rare. If we add to that a longing to move 
through each day with such a person, loving, laughing, luxuriating and learning about each other so as 
to potentially build an inspired life together, perhaps even a family, then I trust we’ll further agree what 
we’ve got here is likely the most sought-after treasure of our shared earthly excursion. What I can say 
for sure is, during my four decades spent on this planet thus far, I’ve had the great fortune (take heed, 
comrades—after the dog, hindsight is man’s best friend) of having met no fewer than five men who for me 
fit this multi-faceted, incredibly rare bill. Mind you, I’ve also had the pleasure of meeting a much larger 
number of men for whom any feelings of longing I had were cut off at the talking and lip-locking (yes, 
we’re summarizing there—hi Mom!) pass by a hearty brew of self-knowledge, savvy and sensitivity. But 
given that the aim here is to substantiate my “Thumbs up to heartache and pain!” claim, I shall base my 
examination solely on those experiences I’ve had with the above-mentioned five men, each of whom I 
felt vaguely sure might be what the kids today, yesterday, and my guess is till the end of motherloving time, 
refer to as “The One.”
 After contemplating the best approach to take in offering you this critique d’amour, I’ve come 
to the conclusion that taking you back in time across my five expeditions du coeur, while a potentially 
engaging jaunt, would be an emotionally laborious one for me, and I strongly suspect, an “Aw man, can’t 
you just give us a list?”-inducing one for you. Let’s reflect: I’m here for you, mes amis. May I now present, 
for your consideration, list one:
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OPENING ONESELF UP TO ANOTHER IN HOPES OF LETTING IN LASTING LOVE—THE 
CONS

1. You will spend a fair amount of your precious time and energy sharing those qualities which over the 
course of your life have come to make you you with some other person who in an instant makes your 
heart dance, your soul smile and your loins…well, you know, and who will at some point during the 
course of your relationship, however short or long it may be, express to you some variation of any 
number of the following phrases:

•	 I’ve never felt more alive in my life than when I am with you.
•	 Maybe this is what the real thing feels like.
•	 You are so incredible. And beautiful. And [see thesaurus.com].
•	 I don’t normally do this sort of thing, but here’s a poem I wrote for you.
•	 I can’t wait to see you tonight. You’ll wear that one dress?
•	 You would make such a remarkable mother.
•	 Hiking used to be so boring.
•	 You have the most amazing brain.
•	 You have the most amazing body.
•	 You have the most amazing sense of humor.
•	 You have my heart.

only to, at some further point in time, render such phrases (and so, perhaps, some portion of your mental 
and emotional stability) null and void by uttering something closely resembling the following:

•	 I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you. It’s just…well, I guess it’s just a feeling I have. I promise, this is 
as hard for me as it is for you. I am so, so sorry.

 I know. Sigh. Only one con, yet what a d-o-o-z-y. Do stick with me here, fellow sentient beings. 
Now that we’ve got the hard part formally (hmmm…does wine come out of silk?) squared away, let’s 
move on to what I hope will now prove to be a highly encouraging list number two:
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OPENING ONESELF UP TO ANOTHER IN HOPES OF LETTING IN LASTING LOVE—THE 
PROS

1. As a result of experiencing the massively arduous con noted above, you will enter a period of time, 
however short or long it might be, plagued by mild-to-acute feelings of disappointment, anger, confusion, 
self-doubt (I promise we’re in the right list), fear, regret, loneliness and denial. While enduring such 
feelings, you will make at least one, but probably several, misguided attempts to attain some romantic 
outcome you desire and are pretty sure you “deserve,” because somehow God/Buddha/the stars/Allah/
all-knowing-mystical-force-that-is-unnamable got the actual one wrong. These attempts will fail and 
life will kind of suck for a while, but there will come a day when you feel immensely grateful, because 
the whole sucky shebang will be what puts you in a position to benefit from PRO #. . .

2. You will be given one or several opportunities to transform yourself for the better and fortify those 
qualities which make you you, and so, totally fucking awesome (unless you are an asshole, but more on 
that in a second) because you have allowed those painful feelings and foolish attempts outlined in PRO 
#1 to flow—which is the only way your heart will ever get caught in the undertow of happiness—which 
is, in fact, the only way for it to at some point be washed out onto the shore of Self-Discovery Island.

3. You will discover lots of shit. Namely (albeit, eventually, which can in some cases reveal itself to be a 
mere moment, or perhaps a few days, but will likely be months, or even…pause for another glass-pour 
aaaaaaand raising glass…years!) that you are totally fucking awesome, and that other people are simply 
either:

•	 Beautiful and wonderful and perfect*1 and on their own life paths which are at times designed to 
intersect with yours in order to teach you something, and even teach them something, but quite frankly 
that is no business of yours in Totally Awesome-ville.

•	 Some people are just…assholes, disguised as not-assholes for a while.
4. You will invite into your life the chance to become, through any number of bouts with our lone and 

trusty “Super Con,” keenly aware that when someone says they are so sorry, they don’t want to hurt you—
such an assertion is invariably the truth (okay, let’s say it is 99.99% of the time, with respect to PRO 
#3b); however, and more importantly, you will also come to understand that when someone claims 
they need to end things, yet they don’t really know why, they can’t explain it, they just have a feeling that 
they should, they are absolutely and above all else, yes: perfect and wonderful and beautiful and simply 
moving along their path the best they know how, but, at its core, such a claim is horseshit. Now, let’s 
be clear: it isn’t wrong that this person is making such a claim, and they are in no way a bad person for 

*As in, inherently flawed. Just like you. And me. And all of mankind.
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making it. It’s just, not the essential truth and for whatever reason, they haven’t yet become emotionally 
aware, courageous or compassionate enough to tell you what (or perhaps, sorry…who) the real reason 
is and so the situation is probably, way deep down where it counts, harder for them than it is for you. 
(And by the way, let’s not discount the fact that you may have said or done something kind of foolish, 
or premature, perhaps even a bit desperate that yeah, sure, felt right at the time, but you now regret 
because yes, it may have damn well contributed to the end of things, but rest assured—you are just 
doing your best, too, and none of your choices reflect that big, blue, cosmic plan we’re all governed by, 
or the future, better-you that you’ll become having made such blunders. I promise. I’m looking back 
upon one…two…three of the five aborted missions I had to endure to learn all of this, as I type the 
words better-you.)

5. If you do the work of fully engaging in PROs #1-4, although you may at times end up questioning 
your emotional and mental stability, so long as the people who cross your path are not all assholes, 
you’ll stand a good chance of knowing in this short lifetime at least five “The One” front-runners who 
you come to regard when all is said and done (and said again, and done again) as beautiful, perfect and 
wonderful individuals you feel grateful to simply call “friend.” I promise. I’m looking ahead to having 
dinner with one of them next week as I type the word wonderful.

And so, dearest readers, beloved lovers of love, it seems that at this post-list juncture we are indeed 
approaching the bring-it-home bend of our rather nontraditional review. But before I bid you adieu and 
bonne chance with a good old-fashioned “aaaaand there you have it,” I’ve actually saved the final PRO 
for last. Since I believe it is the most precious bit of all—or at least, the one I believe best reflects my real 
freaking authority—I thought it wise to distinguish it from the mathematics of the lists above. (Mind you, 
if we look to our trusty lists, we can see that my “Thumbs up to heartache and pain!” claim is, essentially, 
simple math.)
 Truth be told, I’d wager that when you signed on for this unconventional ride, you were well-aware 
that taking a risk with one’s heart—whether you’ve explored the bedrock and stood in the driftwood, or 
are only now considering the maiden voyage of a first-hello—is never a simple expedition. However, if I’ve 
done my job here (and by golly, I sure hope I have), I shall take comfort in knowing that you are perhaps 
inclined to accept my impassioned proposal that it is, and will always be, a worthwhile one. If not only for 
the prospect of true, lasting love, then perhaps, because. . .

you might end up single at age forty-one, trusting in the next first-hello
as you sit relaxed and happy in your pajamas, conversing with no one,
savoring the most delicious glass of red you’ve ever placed your lips upon.
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She is Dorothy Parker sitting in the lobby of the Algonquin,
her every word as Voltaire’s rapier, dipped in noxious sarcasm.
 
 “Miana, what do you want to be when you grow up?” I imagine her teacher asks.
 She would answer “a baker,” I think. “We’re the fattest country in the world. I’d never go out of 
business.   
 Practical and pessimistic, that is my sister. Miana was born eleven months after our sister, Andrea, 
died, and two months before she was expected. She’s small, smaller than the others her age, but she has 
always been cognitively superior.
 I remember her smile, from before it left, before she stopped needing it. Even if it was crooked, 
or too toothy, it was the most beautiful thing in the world because it was hers. All that remains of it is a 
shadow in the shallow grin she carries now.
  
She is Julie Orringer in purple overalls, impenitent to death, cold to it.
Her heart has turned to callous, because it had to.
  
 We were staying in my aunt’s den after our third eviction that year. It was 6:30AM again and our 
mother had not returned from the night before. I was brushing Miana’s hair for school; I needed to drop 
her off by 7 if I wanted to make it to class. The phone rang and I answered.
 She watched my face redden. She saw the phone leave my hand and shatter against the wall. I 
told her there was an accident. Miana was eight-years-old. It was the last time she was ever afraid.
 When we arrived at the hospital the doctor told me about the accident. Our mother had driven 
off the road and wrapped herself around a telephone pole. Her blood was saturated with booze, coke, and 
Lortab.
 Miana stood at the door and watched her mother scream and claw at the tubes jutting from her 
body. She watched her mother pull against the straps holding her to the cot, blood gurgling from her lips, 
eyes vacant. She watched her mother and cried. She grew up.
 On her knees in a hospital doorway, eyes wet and hands shaking, she grew up.
She is the cyborg eye of Donna Haraway, trading her humanism for frigid veracity,
nose up to her own kind because they do not conform.
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 Her mother is in the kitchen holding a half-eaten bowl of cereal; she stands like a zombie, eyes 
glazed and legs trembling. Miana knows it’s the pills again, but doesn’t say.
 The zombie begins to bend, slowly shaking toward the floor. It rests its bowl on the gray linoleum 
and continues to fall slowly forward. It does not make human sounds. The zombie lowers its face into the 
bowl, spilling its contents onto the floor. The muscles around Miana’s nose pull at her lip in disgust.
 “Mom, are you alive?” Miana says. A sputtering growl is the creature’s reply.
 She wraps her ten-year-old fingers under her mother’s arms and drags her to the bedroom. She is 
too small to pull the body onto its bed, so she lays a blanket on the ground and a pillow under its head.

She is the Muse Sappho lying on her bed with eyes to the stars, envying them,
her darkest lust to be among them.

She clutches the game’s controller tight and growls; her narrow black eyes turn on me.
 “You’re doing it wrong,” she says.
 “But I’m winning,” I say.
 She falls back into her chair with a huff. “You’re button-mashing. You’re supposed to calculate 
your movements and attack, not molest the controller and hope for the best.”
 “I’m still winning,” I say.
 She starts to speak, but doesn’t. Her lips move without sound – An argument within her mind 
that finally breaks the surface.
 “Do you ever think about Andrea?” She asks me.
 “Not as much anymore,” I lie. “That was a long time ago.”
 Miana looks out her window again. She stares out at the black sky and for a second I forget her 
pain. In that moment she seems vulnerable. Almost human again. 
 “Do you ever think she was the lucky one?” She asks. “Not us?”

She is Maxine Kingston without a name, the wisdom of an old woman in the body of a child.
The world has beaten her, and she has taken it all.

 She would answer the question, and hide her scowl. Grow up? She asks, as if I were given a choice. 
As if it was something to look forward to.
 “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I imagine her teacher asks.
 “What are your dreams?”
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I was born on March fifth, and my cousin RJ was born a year after, on March eighth; for nearly a 
decade, the family killed two birds with one stone and celebrated both our birthdays at the same 
time. A week after my tenth birthday, my dad drove us—stepmom, brother, sister, and me—out to 
Lake County, where the majority of his brothers and sisters still lived. My uncle Pat was hosting 
the party this year, and planned to take the older kids out fishing. Pat lived off a canal which let 
out into Dead River, which flowed into Lake Harris, which was one of the most alligator-infested 
lakes in Florida. 
 My dad was the last one to get to Pat’s, and by the time we got there my aunts and uncles 
were well past their first beers, my granddad was grilling the bass caught earlier, and Uncle Pat 
was loading his boat for a second run. I weaved through groups of relatives like an obstacle course, 
speeding through the customary hugs and kisses, and slipping through the sliding glass door and 
into the back yard. Before I could even take a third step, I hit the ground with a thud, smushed 
underneath Chief, my uncle Pat’s hundred-and-twenty-pound Rottweiler.
 He slobbered all over my face, his tongue coating every inch of my head with saliva, until I 
finally managed to wiggle out from under him. RJ and Pat were laughing from the boat, which gave 
away the cause of the tackle. Chief was an oversized teddy bear, a hunting dog that only attacked—
or pinned and drooled on—a person when commanded to. I walked over to the dock, the rottie 
followed behind me, licking the back of my thigh. I stood before my uncle, peeling off the blades 
of grass, dirt, and other mysterious remnants that were stuck to my face with dog drool.
 “Ain’t he a pooch?” Pat said.
 “Mhmm,” I replied, “Fantastic.”
 “Don’t get mad at ol’ Chiefy,” RJ said, snickering from the boat. 
 “Yeah, he’s just excited to see you.” Pat said.
 “Oh, I’m not mad at Chief,” I patted the dog’s head, and he finally stopped his licking, 
content with the attention. “I know what you did, Pat. Give me one reason why I shouldn’t wheel 
you into the canal right now.”
 “’Cause I’ll break your neck,” Pat replied, his crooked grin daring me.
 About five years before I was born, a car accident had left my uncle paralyzed from the 
waist down, but growing up, I never associated the word “handicap” with him. I believed Pat to 
be the strongest man in the world, and it was a fact I told to anyone who’d listen. Even though he 
was in a wheelchair, and I was taller than him, there wasn’t a grain of doubt in my mind: Uncle Pat 
could wring my neck like a chicken if he wanted.
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 “If you do, then Dad’ll have to kill you.” I said.
 “Hah! Your old man hasn’t won a fight against me since I was in diapers,” he said. Pat lifted himself 
out of his wheelchair and sat down on the edge of the dock. “Now darlin’, help lower me into the boat.”
 I grabbed his arm and held tight, as RJ came underneath Pat, supporting his weight until we got him 
into the seat. Uncle Pat let out a sharp whistle, which was all the invitation Chief needed; the dog jumped onto 
the front of the boat, landing with a plunk.
 “Do you want me to get the tackle and poles?” I asked.
 “No, we won’t need ’em,” Pat said.
 “I thought we were fishing?”
 “We already did that, Lauren. Now we’re gonna go catch an alligator,” RJ said, his tone clearly tacking 
on a duh without him having to say it. He always had this stupid smirk on his face that made me want to 
punch him.
 “Are we even old enough to do that?”
 “I caught my first gator I was seven,” Uncle Pat said. “Your old man, Hugh, and me used to go out 
gator huntin’ at night all the time.”
 “Which means there’s no excuse not to. If you don’t do it, you’re a baby,” RJ said.
 “What are we catching gators for?” I asked.
 “To put in the bathtub,” Uncle Pat said, as if I’d asked what do you do with the groceries after you 
buy them? His expression matched the tone of his answer too—put the groceries on the shelf, ya dingleberry—
resembling the ‘what-are-you-stupid’ look my cousin had flashed me. “We’re going to give your aunts a scare.”
 Mischief was more than enough motive for me, so I hopped into the boat and sat up near the bow, 
leaning back on Chief like he was a chair. Before I could ask what we were waiting on, RJ’s dad strolled across 
the yard with a mini-cooler in hand. As he reached the dock, he handed off the cooler to his son, and pointed 
in my direction.
 “Jesus, Pat, your dog is gonna sink this tin can,” Hugh said, stepping into the boat. “Happy birthday, 
Lauren. How old are you now? Twenty-something, right?” 
 “I wish!” I said. 
 “Excited to catch a gator?” Hugh asked, as he pushed the jon away from the dock. 
 “Yep. I mean, someone has to do it, and I know RJ will chicken out.”
 “Will not!” RJ said, and everyone but him laughed. He constantly tried to prove his bravery by 
accepting dares—and when he didn’t, his dad forced him to anyways because it builds character—but, more 
often than not, he usually “got hurt” before ever having to go through with any sort of idiocy. Out of all the 
kids, it was a tie between him and my brother, Sean, for biggest wuss—and the only thing Sean had going for 
him was that he was five.  
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 After starting the motor, my cousin settled in on his dad’s lap, and we headed out down the 
canal, toward Dead River. Uncle Hugh popped the lids off a couple of beers, handing one to Pat, while 
RJ reached into the cooler and fished out a juice box. 
 “Aren’t ya gonna offer your cousin one too?” Pat asked.
 “Oh, yeah,” RJ said, looking at me. “You thirsty?”
 “Actually—”
 “Think fast!” RJ cut me off, and whipped a juice box at my head. The drink was already in the 
air by the time he said “think,” but he missed me and the container hit Chief square in butt, causing the 
dog to lurch.
 “Don’t throw shit at my dog,” Pat said, punching him in the arm.
 “Don’t hit RJ in his throwing arm,” Hugh said.
 “I wouldn’t have to if you taught your boy how to throw.”
 “What are you talking about? Did you see the speed on that thing?”
 “Speed don’t mean, shit, Hugh.”
 “Since when?”
 “Since your wife told me.” Pat grinned, his tongue poking out between his teeth. Hugh flicked 
a bottle cap at his head, but he missed, and it whizzed over the side of the boat. RJ had been rubbing his 
arm the entire time, and his dad finally noticed.
 “What’s wrong, RJ?”
 “My arm really hurts.”
 “Do you want me to put some ice on it?”
 “See?” I said, acting nonchalant. “I told you RJ would chicken out, didn’t I? Now he’s gonna say 
his arm hurts too much to catch an alligator.”
 “You hear that?” Uncle Pat said. “You gonna let a girl show ya up, RJ?”
 “No!” RJ said.
 “I’m more of a boy than he is,” I replied, shrugging. “I mean, someone has to uphold the family 
name.”
 “That’s my girl,” Pat said, winking at me. Hugh was struggling to find something to say, but there 
was little to argue in the face of truth: RJ was a coward. I had already won my uncle Pat’s favor, and if I 
wanted his respect, I had to prove myself against a gator. I watched my cousin continue to rub his arm, 
waiting for his show to turn melodramatic; he always tried to detract from my triumphs somehow.
 “How are we going to fit a gator in here, Pat?” Hugh asked.
 “If it’s too heavy, we’ll just throw RJ overboard and let him swim back.” Pat said, and we all 
grinned as RJ stiffened. “I’m kidding, boy. Relax.”
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 The constant hum of the boat’s motor drowned out the annoying drone of the cicadas, and the 
whipping wind was a cool relief from the hot, muggy air. It was an hour past noon, but the sun still hung high 
overhead. I remember how the rays made my skin prickle—even when we were speeding down the river—and 
the way sweat beaded on my arm, before sliding off like a raindrop on a car’s windshield. As the boat finally 
reached the lake, we slowed down, trolling the banks for the perfect spot: a combination of shallow water, 
sandy bottoms, and short reeds.
 The Florida heat was oppressive, lulling the reptiles into something closer to a midday coma, instead 
of a nap. Alligators dotted the edges, no matter which direction you looked, which was the status quo for 
Lake Harris. The gators were sunning on the beachy parts of the bank, sleeping statues, as motionless as the 
air. They’d grown so used to the sound of passing motors that they didn’t even open an eyelid as our boat 
floated past, not five yards away. They and their toothy grins looked fake, more like taxidermied trophies than 
dinosaurs.
 Uncle Pat steered the boat into an inlet, where the smaller ones were more likely to hide. I watched 
him tilt the motor up, which meant shallow water, yet I still couldn’t see the bottom. The lake was a cloudy 
shade of brown, like coffee with too much creamer, but the water here was lighter, more tea colored—but in 
no way appealing to drink, no matter how thirsty you were.
 Chief broke the silence with a deep bark, his dark eyes fixated on a patch of cattails. Pat shushed him 
with a quick whistle, as we all followed the dog’s gaze. Sunning amongst the reeds was a juvenile gator with 
bright scales the color of a tortoise shell, not yet dulled by the years. The motor cut off, and both my uncles 
picked paddles up off the floor, silently guiding the boat closer to the creature. For the first time, as we drifted 
closer to the unsuspecting gator, the reality of the situation finally sank in: I was going to be the one leaping 
out of the boat, not them.
 “All right RJ, you ready to catch it?” I said in a whisper.
 “I don’t want to go first,” he replied.
 “I knew you’d chicken out. Wimp.”
 “I’m not a wimp! You’re the wimp for not going first!”
 “That doesn’t even make—”
 “Both of you shut up,” Hugh said, in a harsh whisper. “You’ll spook the gator.”
 We didn’t need anything more. I mouthed the word wimp to RJ and stuck my tongue out, and he 
jerked on his dad’s shirt to tell on me, but Hugh dismissed him with a roll of his shoulder, freeing his sleeve 
from RJ’s tugs.
 “All right, Lauren, you’re the birthday girl, so you get to catch it,” Pat said. 
 I swallowed the lump in my throat, and wiped the sweat off my forehead. We were still a good ten 
yards off, and it didn’t look that big—more like an oversized lizard. I trusted my uncles, especially Pat, but 
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the more we neared, the more I felt that confidence waning. It wasn’t so much the gator that scared 
me;  it was the creatures I couldn’t see: even if I wrestled that one onto the shore, who’s to say there 
wasn’t a bigger one, lurking nearby, waiting to ambush me? The images of a gruesome and violent end 
pressed against my eyes, and the pressure made me want to cry. Self-preservation was trying to make 
some other, more sensible, part of my brain take over, and force my body to remain in the boat at all 
times.
 “Get up on the edge of the bow. I’m going to bring you right up next to it,” Pat said in a low 
tone. “And when it’s a foot away, you’re gonna dive in with your hands out, like you’re about to catch 
a football, okay? It’s real simple: make sure you grab his neck before you hit the water.”
 “What if he rolls?” I asked.
 “Roll with him.”
 “What if he tries to swim, and drags me with him?”
 “The water’s not even three foot deep, Lauren. Just dig your feet in the mud—that’ll make 
sure he can’t go anywhere.”
 “What if I miss his neck?”
 “Don’t.”
 “But what if I do?”
 “Well, then I guess that depends on how the gator’s feelin’.”
 “Pat, be serious!”
 “I am being serious.”
 “What if he tries to eat me?”
 “His throat ain’t big enough to swallow ya.”
 “Uncle Pat, I don’t think I can do this.”
 “Damn it, Lauren, quit being a sissy! It’s just a lil’ baby gator—”
 “Baby? It’s at least five feet!”
 “Four-‘n-a-half.”
 “I can’t do it.”
 “If you don’t jump, I’m going to push you.”
 “Alright, alright! Don’t push me.”
 “Okay, now get your arms out. You got until the count of three.”
 “What?”
 “One—”
 “Shit, shit, shit. Wait, Uncle Pat, wait—”
 “Two—”
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 Before I could finish my train of thought, I heard three, but I couldn’t get my legs to move; luckily 
for me, I didn’t have to. I felt a hand against my back, pushing against me.  I remember leaving my body, and 
watching everything play out, hovering somewhere above the slow-motion scene.
 I half jumped, half fell from the boat, my arms straight out in front of me like a blind person’s cane—
ready to sense my surroundings before my body actually became a part of the environment. The alligator’s eyes 
snapped open and he swung his head, but his attention came too late, because I felt my fingers hit their mark. 
My hands gripped him by the throat, like a bear trap or another alligator’s jaws, and my body finally caught 
up with my arms, landing on top of the gator’s back.
 Some deep instinct told me to take a breath, and all in one motion the creature went into a death 
roll. For the first time since I left the boat, I closed my eyes, and concentrated on one thing only: don’t let go. 
I felt the extension and contraction of every muscle moving beneath the scales. The scariest of all was the jaw, 
the tendons moving like pistons beneath my hands, trying to regain control. Shallow or not, water was the 
alligator’s domain, and after the third roll, the sound of struggle faded into silence, and I lost all bearings of 
time or direction.

 I took the most satisfying breath of my life when my head broke the surface. A cacophony of sound 
fell onto me, clumsy and crashing, like when I jumped on the gator. I heard my name and a dog barking and 
screaming and yelling and the guttural hiss of a very grumpy gator. Each uncle had me by an arm, and hoisted 
me and the alligator up from the water, dropping us in the boat. I was still lying on top, my hands choking 
the animal, and pinning it against the aluminum floor. Hugh shut the reptile’s jaws with one hand, and duct 
taped it with the other.
 Just as quickly as I’d been pushed off the boat, I was brought right back in—alligator in tow—with all 
of my body parts intact. I covered the animal’s black eyes, and it stopped thrashing, settling down. Sitting on 
top of it was surreal, but the familiar sensation of dog drool on my face brought me back to reality. I pushed 
Chief back, wiped my cheek, and felt silly for ever doubting the trust I had for Pat. I looked over my shoulder, 
smiled, and shrugged as if this was the hundredth man-eating beast I’d caught. 
 “Told you I’m not a sissy.”
 “Nope, RJ is,” Pat said, jabbing at my cousin. 
 RJ was perched near the motor, as far away from the gator as possible. He looked about ready to cry, 
if he hadn’t been already, and I realized he was the one who had been screaming. I squeezed the gator’s side,  
which made it swing its tail, and RJ screamed as the tail slapped the bottom of the chair he was sitting it.
 “What’s the matter, RJ?” I asked, gloating. “Scared of a lil’ gator?”
 “Stop scaring your cousin,” Uncle Pat said, as he pulled himself back into the driver’s seat. “Sit on that 
gator and keep him calm until we can put him in the bathtub.”



C
O

N
T

R
IB

U
T

O
R

S KATIE AVAGLIANO 
Katie Avagliano is a Sophomore Creative Writing/History double major from New Jersey. 
Last year she participated in “European Adventures 101” (aka First Year Abroad) which led 
to a lot of good Italian food and an unimproved British accent. Being chosen for Kudzu is 
amazing, and Katie would love to keep publishing fiction (short stories, novels, other lies…) 
If all else fails she plans to sequester herself near the ocean with dogs and books.

KEVIN BELJAN
My name is Kevin Beljan, and I write poems because I never quite made it as the “gritty” and 
“in-your-face” super-detective I always wanted to be. I still have the long, dusty brown jacket 
though, it looks really awesome and totally impresses girls. I’d like to thank several professors 
who know who they are, and say I’m honored to be in this publication. I hope to speak to 
you again, take care.

MICHAEL BELVAL
Michael practices Buddhism and tries to balance this with a cold Psychological perspective 
in his writing. In which, he would like to explore and break down the lines separating 
definitives such as science & aesthetics.

C. CLARE BROWN
C. Clare Brown enjoys the antique-green of Raleigh bicycle frames, receiving packages in the 
post, the feeling of winning a foil bout, and mixing tea strands to make the perfect cuppa. 
She has a knack for baking tarts, and going on adventures.

RICKY DI
Changeling: Rogue 3 (Changeling)/ Swashbuckler 3 (Arcane Stunt: Feather Fall)/ 
Chameleon 7. AC 26 (touch 16/ff 20). HP 102. Saves: Fort+8, Ref+10, Will+10. Speed 30. 
Melee: +3 Keen Collision Rapier of Ghost Touch (1d6+8/15-20 x2). BAB +11. Mods: Str+0, 
Dex+3, Con+2, Int+5, Wis+2, Cha+4. Alignment CN. Feats: Able Learner, Knowledge 
Devotion, Keen Intellect, Craven, Telling Blow, Changeling Beasthide, Deadly Defense. Skill 
Tricks: Collector of Stories, Healing Hands. Flaws: Pseudologia Fantastica, Food Allergy 
(onion)

ALINNA BRIGITTE DIAZ
Alinna is a senior at FSU pursuing a BFA degree in Studio Art. She’s always down for salsa 
dancing, watching animated films, and cleaning her ears. While she enjoys all forms of art, 
figural sculpture is her current obsession. All in all, in conclusion, and finally, Alinna would 
much rather show her work than write about it.



C
O

N
T

R
IB

U
T

O
R

S
JONATHAN DUCKWORTH
Jonathan Louis Duckworth is a twenty one year old Creative Writing student who lives 
in Northwest Florida. He enjoys wandering the remnant wildernesses of his home state 
in search of the next great image, drawing maps of fictional places, and listening to 
international folk music. He thinks that finding a writing style is like a form of competitive 
pickpocketing, where the aim is to become rich by stealing pennies one at a time from 
thousands of different pockets.

DANIELLE GASPARRO
Danielle Gasparro is a recent graduate of FSU and an ardent composer of (1) poetry, (2) 
nonfiction, (3) days spent productively—albeit entirely—in one’s pajamas, and (4) lists. She’s 
utterly happy to, and often does, suffer from insomnia while searching for the right word or 
turn of phrase. Given her deep longing for things like true love, a flourishing artistic career 
and French-pressed coffee, such an attribute has been deemed by her non-writer friends as a 
setback. She forges on, joyously.

TYLER GREEN
Tyler Green is a person living in Tallahassee, Florida, doing poetry of his own and translating 
the Russian kind. He is from Dunedin, FL, an area of houses that tend to be one story high, 
have three to four windows on their front faces, largely white to beige facades with brown to 
blue trim, roofing consisting predominantly of a course black to gray form of sandpaper, and 
all containing mostly familiar objects. In them the action is “keeping”.

CHRISTOPHER HOMER
Christopher Homer is a wheelie popping; motorcycle hooligan who enjoys exploring and 
photographing abandoned structures. When he is not out on two wheels, he is studying 
Creative Writing and History at Florida State University. After obtaining his undergraduate 
degree, he plans on obtaining his Master’s of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. 

HANNAH JANCOSKO
A recent Florida State graduate who is currently perfecting her Canadian accent for the start 
of her Masters at the University of Toronto. 

She would like it to be known that this poem is not, nor shall ever be a shout out to her 
‘compenheira,’ Melanie Schaffel.



HANNAH JONES
Hannah Jones is a graduating Senior.  After FSU, she is off to North Carolina State 
University where she will work toward her MFA degree in fiction. If this whole writing gig 
doesn’t work out, she knows that there is always money in the banana stand.

SARAH KLIM
Sarah Klim enjoys drawing, painting, crafts, writing short fiction and poetry, thus she has 
decided to major in studio art and English. She is a pacifist, and creates much of her visual 
art and sometimes poetry (which go hand in hand), to hopefully inspire a thoughtful sense 
of peace or contentment. She is from St. Petersburg, Florida and loves bunnies.

JULIA LASLEY
Hey there. I might be that girl who almost bumped into you as I skated by. Maybe we were 
both at that one show dancing holes in our shoes. You could’ve seen me scouring Google for 
the next place I’ll venture to—Incredible India—or taking way too many pictures (but not 
really enough) of those precious little moments. Was that you? If not, then it’s a pleasure to 
meet ya. 

DANIELLE LEBLANC
Elle LeBlanc, originating in Sarasota, FL, has traveled to Tallahassee to pursue a degree in 
Studio Art and Creative Writing at FSU. Dabbling in all mediums, she is unrestricted in her 
artwork and hopes it will take her far, far from here. “I find inspiration in things that make 
me double-take. It’s like the universe intends for me to stop and see something in a new 
light.”
jordan medina

PETER MELERO
Peter Melero wanted to be a marine biologist when he was younger, but decided against it 
when he discovered the sea was far too salty and the salt of life was still present on land in 
abundance. As of late, Peter has devoted most of his time to reading (and more importantly 
writing) philosophy and literature. Peter still prefers to live near the coast and empathically 
enjoys seafood.

LAUREN MULHOLLAND
Lauren Mulholland, a Creative Writing major in her junior year, would like readers to 
know that no alligators were harmed due to bathtub shenanigans. She’d like to thank her 
teachers and friends for their continual patience and willingness to edit draft after draft; her 
girlfriend, Lauren, for the never ending support; and her family for the occasional push when 
taking a leap of faith.

C
O

N
T

R
IB

U
T

O
R

S



KAYLEIGH MURDOCK
Kayleigh Murdock is a sophomore and a double major in Editing, Writing, and Media and 
Humanities. She spends most of her time studying or riding horses and occasionally dabbles 
in photography on the side.

CHARLES NUTTER PECK
Charles Nutter Peck is from Omaha, Nebraska. He enjoys cheap bourbon and a good nap. 

COREY ROWLAND
Corey Rowland is finishing his first semester at FSU after transferring from the University of 
Central Florida. He’s pursing a BA in Studio Art and eventually a Master’s in Art Education. 
Like any artist should, he lets his interests and passions guide him in his work. In his 
free time Corey enjoys watching movies, playing video games, doing intense bodyweight 
workouts, and oh yeah, he wishes he was Batman.

DANIEL RUIZ
Daniel Ruiz was born in Puerto Rico. Right now, supervised by Dr. Kirby and amigos, 
Daniel is writing an honors thesis in poetry called Reasons for the Dark to Be Afraid. Daniel 
is also trying to relearn Spanish, improve his salsa dancing, and stop eating out so often. He 
needs your help to police him.
 
MARY WILLIAMS
Mary Williams was born in the tornado alley state of Kansas and has the unconscious habit 
of attracting cats (she puts out a kind of physic catnip). She claims to be the somewhat more 
mildly mannered reincarnation of Salvador Dalí and a descendant of Alexander the Great, 
neither of which can be disproved.  She is currently pursuing a degree in Studio Art. The 
End.

DIANA WILLITS                                     
Much of my childhood revolved around watching cartoons and animations, particularly 
Disney, Pixar, and Studio Ghibli movies.   They inspire me to my studies, because one day I 
dream of being an animator in films and giving to children and adults all around the world 
magnificent stories and life-lessons that I got from animations growing up.  So, here I am 
today, pursuing that dream.  I am a Studio Art major, focusing in the Interactive and Time-
Based Media.

C
O

N
T

R
IB

U
T

O
R

S







katie avagliano 
kevin beljan

michael belval
c. clare brown

ricky di
jonathan duckworth

danielle gasparro
tyler green

christopher homer
hannah jancosko

hannah jones
sarah klim
julia lasley

danielle leblanc
jordan medina

peter melero
lauren mulholland
kayleigh murdock

charles nutter peck
corey rowland

daniel ruiz
mary williams

diana willits


