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ABSTRACT

Letters to the Outside World a collection of short fiction composed of four
distinct but thematically interlocking stories. Asvhole, these stories explore the
related concepts of place and identity, as welbash on certain gender issues. In
each piece, the dynamics of personal relationsnipgxplored through
characters’ struggles to define, or redefine, thags and responsibilities within
the context of society, or its microcosm, the fgmigolation, dependence, and
the re-imagining of individual realities serve asmnon threads throughout

collection.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
ADSTIACT. .. e e i
Carolina BlUe.......cooi e
AN OPPOrtUNIStIC DISEASE.......vuieiiieie it e eie e e e ie e e eene e e 13
SheelanNa Gig....o.cov e e 20
The Lost Art of Letter WIiting.......cooveiiiei e e, 47

Bibliography... ..o DA



CarolinaBlue

They called the time of death and she immediatelyed breathing. It
was not a long, deliberate suck of air, as if skearequipping herself for the
fallout. Rather, it was a sudden, curt blockagthefairway, an involuntary
interruption that occurred even before she had torrealize that thinking was
not essential to breathing. While everyone stoodrd the bed rails and
observed the compulsory show of silent disbelie¢, slipped out of the room,
seemingly undetected. She paused for a momentadl vehich way Theo'’s
mother had gone when she had last used the paypbeiheno, right. In either
direction, the hall was truncated by adjoining m@wors. It would not be so far to
walk either way, she thought, in case she hadrtoliack.

She saw the wonky frame of the old phone bootkrygpdong from beyond
the flush line of doors on her right hand side. bJpatering the standing space
inside the booth, she closed the folding glass detbr a dry rattle and seated
herself on the stool. She picked up the receivaused to clear her mind enough
to recall the numbers, then dialed. The phone laa€elypsounded one complete
ring when she heard them pick up.

“Yes.” She said in a little voice.

“Yes? came the reluctant echo.

“Ok, yes,” she strained to elaborate, “Now.”

“Justine, sweetheart...” her mother exhaled, “ofbybavhere are you
right now?”

“Calling from a payphone. In the hospital.”

“A payphone? Why aren’t you with everyone else?evéhs Theo’s
family?”

“They’re in the room. | needed air, Momma.”

“Dear God, Justine, you must have been eleversysdrthe last time you

called for me that way. Sweetheart, | wish | was¢hto hold you right now.”



“It's ok, I'm all right. I was just calling, to leyou know,” she said,
twisting the ring on her left hand. It still felew, alien.

“Stop it. You couldn’t possibly be all right...Youwnkw your father and |
love you,” she lowered her voice, “And we loved hiwo. Not just for your sake,
either. He was really rare. goodboy.”

In the brief silence that followed, Justine cotdll her mother had begun
crying to herself.

“I know.”

“You shouldn’t be alone. Do me a favor, Justine.<Bay with Paula. That
poor woman...l can’t even imagine what she’s goimgulgh. Losing a child.
You don't understand because you don’t have a faafilyour own yet...” These
last words hung in the air for a moment. “But ni@t the natural order of things,
for a parent to have to bury a child.”

Why was her mother going over it again and aghins like repeatedly
examining an unsightly wound. This was not why saléed. She could not listen
anymore, she simply could not manage.

“I have to go now, Mom” she said abruptly.

“Justine,” her mother called softly.

“Yeah?”

“Keep us updated, will you? And let us know whiea arrangements have
been made so we can—"

“Listen Mom, don’t worry about it. They must kndwy now that you guys
would have a lot of trouble traveling. It shoultitz quick and then I'll be home
again...We’d been thinking of moving back closer ¢ yanyway, the both of
us.” This last sentiment sounded hollow even &iida.

“You really don’t know how glad | am that you cadl”

Theo’s mother insisted on making pitcher aftechmet of homemade
sweet tea, although no one professed any partidekire for it. It was mid-July
and, with the central air broken, it was so hatie house that even the

ornamental stained glass window above the sinkdead propped open in order



to salvage just a bit more breeze. It did not hiefh the aunts and cousins were all
crammed into the narrow kitchen, even the growidoénm sitting on their

mother’s laps. The men were in the living room, nuaging through the liquor
cabinet. Justine could not move more than twentg-fiegrees in either direction,
but she knew that if she could, she would not fied in the next room. Theo’s
father would be in the basement, in what Pauladmae half-jokingly deemed his
“den of iniquity.”

Justine settled her attention again on the kitdmmpany and realized
that Paula had been holding out a glass filledhéodtrim with tea and ice.

“Take this to Will,” she said flatly. As soon assfine accepted the tea,
Paula turned back to the stove and continuedrtowtirloaded spoonfuls of
granulated sugar into a pot of boiling water. tik@ moment before Justine’s
fingertips registered the frigidity of the glastieJerked forward slightly, trying
to reposition her fingers around the bottom rim emalith. Some of the tea
sloshed to the floor in her panic.

“Where’s Will?” she asked, struggling to peer otlex heads of aunts and
cousins.

Paula did not look up from the burner.

“Same place as always.”

Will’s room was upstairs, in the furthest cornéthe house, directly
above the kitchen. Justine knocked diminutivelyttmbedroom door. She stood
there for a few seconds before letting hersemiipjng the condensation off the
glass with her sleeve, as she had often done feo.Th

“Will?” she called faintly. Justine squinted, hogito spot Will amidst the
teeming clutter of the room. She stepped hazargayadr the algebra study
sheets and dirty boxers strewn about the carpatiri®) the glass on the only
available spot on the bureau, she looked arouedrnest for Will. It was then
that she noticed a full glass already sitting anftbor by the foot of the bed. As
she scanned the room, she saw another on the wailjamd yet another
peeking above the tongue of a single loose snedilwer. emptied glasses were

stacked, one inside the other, beside a clusteruofipled fast food wrappers on



the shelf above the headboard. It seemed that’Bautare cupboard had taken
up residence in the idle recesses of her younges soom.

Justine leaned forward in an attempt to rescugldmeses—a gesture she
was aware Paula would probably not acknowledgédoing so, she caught a
quick glimpse into the nearest cup and recoilestelad of tea, there was a fuzzy
mold formation the size and shape of a massivedyfed caterpillar cultivating at
the bottom. Judging by the looks of the colony,uh&nished contents must have
been left out in the open for weeks, if not longlerstine inched forward and
peered into two other cups nearby. Those too wibed fvith mold, of varying
degrees of growth.

“That’s sick.” She thought aloud.

“What is?” came a drowsy moan from beneath thedheets.

“Oh, Jesus, Will” she gasped, “I didn’t even see yhere.”

Justine quickly backed out of the room, closeddber, and hurried
downstairs to the kitchen. Everyone was still sgtihere, silent, despondent, with
untouched glasses of sweet tea. An elderly relgtabbed her by the wrist.

“Do you need a glass?” she asked. Justine’s manedelay convinced
her that she must. The old woman returned withedine plastic Superman cup.

“Unfortunately, all the glassware is being usethatmoment...Have we
met before, dear?” she asked, squinting at theyyaoman in front of her.

Justine considered introducing herself for a madmaut realized it would
not make a difference. After this week, she douktezld have any real ties to
these people anymore.

Instead, she politely accepted the cup and foltbthe clank of bottles
from the liquor cabinet into the next room. Sheesqped between the men in the
parlor, attempting to get her hands on somethirapger than sweet tea. Once
she had tipped a bit of bourbon into her cup, aheed to listen to the hushed
conversations going on around her.

“There’s not a person’s ever met that boy thahdiike him,” said one of
the uncles.

“I'll drink to that,” replied another, taking a sgui



“He never bothered a soul. Just didn’t have itim.HHe was a good boy.
A fine young man. Positively his father’s son,”déhe first, his face pink with
drink and reverie.

“Ted lucked out on that one. He was the biggestHeels fan sinceve
were kids. Nothing made Ted happier than gettinge®his own boy wearing
that Carolina blue. It didn’t even matter that Timeostly warmed the bench for
four years.”

“It was enough for him.”

“l hope so0.”

“Old Ted'’s having a lot of trouble managing,” oofethe neighbors said,
lowering his voice. “He’s been responding well eglotio the treatments, but this
mess has set him back a lot in his head. He swithetle cancer he’d be the first
of us to go.”

“We all figured, Carl. But how could he have kn@vho lose a son in an
accident like that.”

“| fear,” interjected Paula’s eldest brother sotdyn “that we're losing the
very best of our men.”

“It seems we've lost them already,” said a friend.

At that moment, the parlor group became awareaofds presence, just
beyond the circle that had formed. Justine wondbo¥dlong she had been
standing there.

Paula’s eldest brother had noticed her first.rA@ith twitched slightly,
sympathetically beneath his mustache.

“Paula, darling,” he said in a gentle but firmeofiTed is downstairs
alone. Maybe you should be together right now?”

Paula’s face remained still, almost serene.

“What are you drinking there, Ernest?” she asksuking into his glass,
“Let me get you some tea with that bourbon.”

The funeral was that Tuesday. The nature of tb&lant made a closed

casket a necessity, so there was no need to waihfospecial preparations.



Justine was somewhat thankful for this. She didknowv if she could bear to see
him that way. She hadn’t even been looking wheg thened off the machines.
Luckily, the arrangements were also expedited byfdlst that they did not have
to be made new. They simply used the preexistirgg oBven the name on the
headstone was the same. All they had to do wa® ¢ahe correct dates.

After the service, the company packed into theirivans and followed
the funeral procession to a sedate luncheon ataumant owned by friends of the
family. Justine nibbled at her food and then lefly since she did not know the
vast majority of attendees. She did not think shddchandle being alone in their
apartment, so she instead went back to Theo’s fgteruse. The neighbor who
had driven her back let her into the house withares key.

Once inside, she took off her heels, collapsed tr couch, and
observed the blaring silence of Theo’s childhoothboShe fiddled with the run
in her stockings, looping her fingertip through dadging at the gap. After a few
minutes of pacifying thoughtlessness, she becanaeea®f a small, muffled drone
drifting up from the basement. She realized themh she had not seen Theo’s
father with the family at the service, or at théhgaing afterwards. Then again,
from what she knew of Paula, it was not surprisongave seen her carrying on in
her particular Southern manner, a stubborn piltgo tnerself.

Justine made sure she was quiet as she descémrdstdits, so as not to
frighten Ted. All of the lights in the basement wewitched off. She was only
able to distinguish Ted from the recliner on whighsat by the bluish-gray
flickering of the television set.

“Ted,” she whispered, moving cautiously into hesipheral vision.

His eyes remained fixed to the screen. The effmmet laugh lines that
usually bookended his mouth were nearly verticah ivay altogether different
from his wife, Ted betrayed no emotion. For a sggitond, Justine’s heart drained
of blood as a terrible thought entered her mindndment later, she saw him
blink, and relaxed.

Justine did not attempt to talk to him again. éast, she sat down on the

edge of the battered old love seat beside thenexclihe game Ted was watching



appeared to be a home video of a contest betwegh Rarolina and Duke.
Suddenly, as the camera wobbled across the chersmotted Will, smiling. The
second time she caught sight of him, however, shlized that it has not Will at
all, but a younger, flush-faced Theo. She had adwkanpwn that Theo had played
a bit in college, but had never before asked tatseéootage.

Justine’s eyes began to burn, so she sat batkefuaway from the
screen. She rubbed her eyes vigorously, then lookedat Ted. The sputtering
images on the screen created an ethereal plaghafdnd dark on the thick lenses
of Ted’s glasses. Only when the film was steadlyused on Theo could she
discern the features behind the frames. The purplscents beneath his lids were
like deep basins. Under the thin skin, his eyesewestless, and Justine could tell
that he was dreaming. Perhaps the game was oerg, tioo.

It was cooler in the basement than in the reth@house, but it was
hardly cold enough for the UNC fleece Ted had tdakearound him. Justine
wondered if it was the Tar Heels logo he was chiggp, or if he really couldn’t
distinguish between hot and cold anymore. She thioofgrunning upstairs to
bring him some ice water, but then decided ag#inds in Will's room, there
were cups and glasses everywhere, spread out atribagaitographed
basketballs and prescription bottles for chemothethugs. These cups,
however, had all been dutifully drained, excepttfer one unfinished glass on his
fold-out table.

On the screen, the scoreboard was counting dogvlash few minutes
remaining in the half. The camera jumped to Themeanore, as he sat patiently
on the bench. The coach signaled for him to gehercourt. Once out there, he
was brilliant. Although hardly the most skilled ydat in game, he was certainly
the most devoted. It was a side of him Justinedesesh many times before, though
never quite in this way. She stayed and watcheitlthetgame was nearly over,
privately relishing in Theo’s digital ghost, asiie were the only one to whom he
chose to reveal himself.

Then, Paula came into focus. The sleeves of Herlghae windbreaker

were rolled up above the elbows, and she was sigutio the camerd.ed! She



yelled above the pandemonium in the ardredl. your son to pass alreadyhe
lens swung back around to the court and found THeawas dribbling back and
forth, trying to determine his next move. Threeypla from Duke had begun to
close in around him, but there was still the paksilof a clear shot. From the
corner of the screen, the coach signaled thatstiisto take. Although she was
no longer visible, Paula’s voice overtook the baokgd noiseCome on,
Theodore!She criedDon’t be foolish! Just pass iWith seconds left on the
clock, he threw the ball to a nearby teammate—an@s intercepted.

Unable to watch anymore, Justine got up and sthipetape.

When she returned to the apartment, Justine tdssdolack dress on top
of the accumulation of dirty laundry and began iagkfor something to drink.
The only alcohol she could find was an unopenetiébof champagne they had
recently received from Paula. She had given ihént after she heard about
Justine’s job offer back home in Boston. The geshad seemed
uncharacteristically generous at the time, butugtide uncorked the bottle, she
noticed it wasn’t champagne at all. It was a cheaparkling wine, sweeter but
with a lower alcohol content and a much shortelfdifie. Nevertheless, she
decided for forgo a glass and took the entire éattlbed with her.

As she sat there, with the covers pulled up tocher, Justine couldn’t
help but recall her last memory of Theo in thismod hey had argued, about the
job the wine had been meant to celebrate. She tyaedthey would move up to
Boston, once Ted’s final chemo treatments were,@rat begin to plan the
wedding in earnest. Her new job came with bettgrgrad room for advancement
and would allow them to begin their life togetheiai city large enough for the
kind of hopes Justine had long harbored for thelneo] who had always been the
steady, reassuring partner, began to backpedalt Mieacouldn’t find the right
job in Boston? What if they moved their entire kfied it was no longer the same?

Justine promised that there was so much morénéntn Boston, that her
parents were close by, and that they were justuhrhis family as any of the

countless cousins down here that even Theo dithaneg names for. She insisted



that what his parents really wanted for them aladvelse was to be happy, and
wasn’t this happiness? Getting to do things orrtbwn terms. They would still
visit his family as regularly as possible, and cammediately in the event his
father needed him. But what if he was unhappy tHezensisted. Justine could
not think of a time when Theo had ever seemed trnhappy before. He gladly
took whatever came his way and never made demawes,after his father had
been diagnosed and things had begun to changad litquestionably been his
greatest virtue. Yet there he stood beside therepeating that Boston was not
his home. Well, Hillsborough was not hers, but lshé stayed here for him, and
had convinced herself she was content in doing@sis. place had been strange to
her, and in many ways still was, but she had watsthuse there had been a
promise between them. He had assured her that ijgha better job down the
line, he’d follow her anywhere she wanted. How ddu now know that he
would be so unhappy with this choice without evgingg? Because, he told her,
maybe he was already unhappy. Those words knodblesaltt right out of her
lungs.

Justine placed the bottle on the floor and settksgpb into the comforter on
Theo’s side of the bed. She still hadn’t told hargmts about the argument. She
did not know how to explain what he had said nextathe had talked it over and
had decided that the following day he would drivefob interview in Durham,
and that he was prepared to accept an offer. Wtdbdalked this over with, she
had wanted to know. Certainly not her. He toldihdidn’t matter who he’'d
spoken to about it. He didn’t want to fight. Andhtlwas the end of it. He headed
out early the next morning for the interview, aheé ¢eft the ring on his
nightstand.

The phone rang several times before going to weadlke Justine knew her
parents wouldn’t be home at midday, but she figwtesld try anyway. She
clicked off the cordless phone without leaving assage and tossed it onto the
bed. The carpet was still wet from the sparklingevshe had spilled in her sleep.

Before getting dressed, she laid some paper taeei®m on the spot and walked



over it to soak up the stain. The room had alrdsetyun to grow stale from the
stench of it.

Justine did not attempt to call her parents agéie. comfort her mother
could provide might not be worth the agony of hgvio talk about these things.
Besides, she still did not know how she would bhothe topic of the argument.
Instead, Justine drove back to Theo’s parents’ é&dBie let herself in with the
spare key she had seen their neighbor take froraabenhe planter the day of the
funeral. It felt like trespassing, but she figutbs would likely be one of the last
times she’d ever see this place.

She avoided the kitchen, where Paula was busy dakenlemon squares
that had once been Theo’s favorite, and went dyréetthe basement. It was dark
and empty downstairs. She had almost hoped thawbettl still be there, that
perhaps she could watch another game with himthgre were no signs of life
down there, except the whirring of the washing nraeh

She picked up one of the baby blue pillows on tive$eat and threw it at
a basketball in a glass case on the far wall.

“It's like that,” said Will, turning on the light.

Justine nearly jumped out of her skin, not so matdbeing startled, as at
the fact that she had put on a show without reaizhe was being watched.

“God, you've got a real talent for blending inte tbackground, Will.
What are you doing down here?” she asked.

Face to face with Theo’s younger brother, Justacthouble seeing the
resemblance that had seemed so profound on theAapdikeness was distorted
by Will's tightly wound features. His bony fingesthered haltingly across a
video cassette on a nearby shelf. In the lightjdeisaw that there was an entire
wall of catalogued tapes behind him, each withradiaaitten date and serial
number.

“Are those all Carolina games?” she asked.

“Most of them, yeah.”

“Which ones are Theo’s?” she found herself askagginst her will.
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“The top row. The old man’s got all of them. Evée bnes where he
never plays and you never even see him,” he said.

She motioned towards the tape in his hand, “So ateayou doing with
them?”

As she spoke, Justine noticed a digital CAT scaagerthumbtacked to
the middle beam of the shelf. Inside the tumor blete the words “Go Heels!”
written in Theo’s slight, uneven handwriting.

“He asked me to transfer each VHS to DVD for himitsey’ll hold up
better.”

“Well, that’s kind of you.” Justine replied.

“I'm not doing it,” Will shot back.

“Why not?”

“You've got to be kidding me.”

Will gingerly peeled back the case and took outtéipe. In one abrupt
gesture, he snapped the bottom flap open and paliethe entire reel of film.

“What the hell are you doing?” Justine gasped.

Will did not answer. He shoved the ribbon of filnta his back pocket and
carefully closed up the tape and its case, andt patck in its designated space.

“Will, what are you doing?” she asked again.

“There’s no point in keeping any of this here,”da&d, “The old man is
going to get worse again and then who the fuckdteh all this shit?” His eyes
were bloodshot. Justine felt a dry lump forminghat back of her throat.

“Will, you can’t destroy those.”

“Oh, so throwing shit is better?”

“You weren’'t supposed to see that...you know thopesanake your dad
happy.”

“Bullshit. I know Theomade him happy. It's not worth it, trying to hold
on to something that's gone. It's delusional.”

“You don’t know what you're talking about.”

“1 don't? They’rethe ones who are out of touch. I'm just trying é@ s

things for what they are. I'm not gonna keep lyiagnyself. And what about
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you? Be honest, how long are you gonna wear thgPriPlanning on taking it
back up to Boston with you when you leave us?”

Justine slipped her thumb under her first two fisgend covered up the
diamond on her left hand. She’d grabbed it rigltloé nightstand as soon as
she’d gotten the call and hadn't taken it off sinEleey had put off getting it
resized for months, but now she wore a bit of meddepe around the band to
make sure it didn't slide off her finger.

“How are you going to pretend like this doesn’eatfyou? Like you're
not hurt? | just watched you try and knock overgtigf. You think you're the
only one who has nfuckingidea what you're supposed to do next?”

With this, his voice cracked and the illusion fghlart. The face that a
moment ago had seemed so bitter, so criminal, nssolved into heaving sobs.
Before she was aware of what she was doing, Justiseholding Theo’s younger
brother in her arms. He let the weight of his hessd on her shoulder. As she
lingered there, she wished she had listened moeelgl to her mother. Maybe
then she would have known the right thing to say.
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An Opportunistic Disease

“Perhaps partner is a more accurate term?” Ginkgdaghetorically. The
student reporter from the undergrad newslettetifralty scribbled down these
words in her lined drugstore notebook. Ginny pausedentarily while the girl
caught up in her note-taking. While she waited,dys traced the outline of the
boldface print on the placard beside their bladkwahite portraitjra Sokoll and
Virginia Lively. The photo, taken only two months earlier for specite in this
Couples Dialoguexhibition, displayed the two of them in Ginny’'sidio at their
home on the south end of the city. Ginny stoodnigthe camera with her lips
parted and her head gently resting on Ira’s shouldeile he gazed out the
window, their run-down neighborhood just out ofds®n the other side of the
glass. She flinched, hoping no one else in theegalould notice how
shamelessly posed the portrait was. This couldhawé been the best of the shots
the photographer had taken. Scanning the roompsked around for obvious
signs that other artist-couples’ images were eyg@aiconstructed and quaint.
Most were, of course, with one significant diffecen-the inclusion of a marriage
date, or the listing of children. Although they Hagken together, or whatever the
current euphemism was, for nearly 30 years, thossslof plans just never
solidified. They had talked about marriage, usuatige every five or six years,
but had always come to the same conclusion. T¥esii arrangement was
comfortable, no need to assign labels. And usuhity/suited Ginny. Yet today, in
Ira’s absence, she couldn’t help but notice théradison more acutely.

“What | mean to say is,” she explained to the regyp“Boyfriend’
doesn’t sound quite right anymore, does it? Iraishpng 69 and I'm...well,” she
pursed her lips, “middling might be a good way t ib. We're past the
pleasantries of courtship, | guess.”

The reporter’s pencil stopped scratching as shecgthup at her, the
international signal for “is this still on the red@” Ginny nodded inwardly and

took another sip of her wine.
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“And where is Mr. Sokoll this evening?” the girlkasl, “Is he coming?”

“No,” Ginny replied, much too quickly, “He’s beelhriecently.”

“Nothing serious, | hope. | was really looking faw to asking him a few
guestions about his upcoming retrospective.”

“Well, the retrospective is still limping forward-e-the best of my
knowledge. He’s just picked up a stubborn caseneimonia. Hazard of living as
long andvivaciouslyas he has, | suppose,” Ginny teased, with an exatgg roll
of her eyes.

“He certainly has lived quite a full life...by anydaetandards,” the girl's
head bobbed earnestly as she spoke. Across the afdme bulbous eyes flashed
blurbs from the dust jackets of unauthorized bipgras and sensationalized
excerpts from gala bills.

“Well, you know how these kinds of infections ar&ihny sighed,
finishing off her glass, “they tend to creep in treckdoor when you're too busy
to notice. One ache inevitably leads to anotheplaces you never even knew
you had. And before you know it, you're on your kac

The girl blinked at her, and Ginny watched the lobkomprehension in
her eyes fade out like the connecting lines of aa-Sketch.

“I'm not really sure | know what you mean.”

How could she®inny thought. She was still just a wide-eyed kid.

When Ginny got back to the house, she tosseddyr énto the stand and
placed the extra bottle of wine she had finagledhfthe open bar on the door of
the refrigerator. As she wiggled the bottle in betw the cocktail onions and
ketchup, she noticed that the aluminum-foiled ptashe had left for Ira a couple
nights before was still sitting on the top sheéefng back the wrapper, her
suspicions were confirmed. Nothing had been touchkd pork now looked too
tough and dry to still be edible. She knew losapfetite was a common
symptom, but it seemed that Ira had been consigtengplacing his for over
three weeks nowstarve a cold, feed a feveshe thoughtBut what were you

supposed do for pneumonidfe escalating temperature, shaking chills, and
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fatigue had all gotten so bad recently that hedtook get out to his studio or his
office at the college. During the worst bouts, reswardly able to leave the
bedroom. Which meant that he was now always aréamndinner, even if he
declined to eat anything.

For years, Ira had worked out of his own renteatspglowntown and as a
result, Ginny had long grown accustomed to thegawof eating alone. Except
on Wednesdays when Ginny taught a night classdbttal community arts
initiative, she had free reign of the kitchen anastrof the house until late in the
evenings. Usually, Ira was treated to dinner bgnitis and administrators at the
college, doting curators, or flattering pupils, @iwhom considered it a travesty
to let the celebrated master pick up a tab. Iralevgat in just before midnight
from these outings, when Ginny was emptying thgslcd the tea kettle and
washing the last dishes of the evening. But sirechdd become ill, it fell upon
Ginny to double the nightly portions of her cookengd become something of an
entertainer for Ira while he was too sick to occhpyself with work. It was an
unfamiliar element of domesticity she couldn’t acwvhether or not she
endorsed.

Ira now sat at the kitchen table at mealtimes, thbtechest pains and
grizzled under his unkempt beard. He grew restlesing the day, and
simultaneously overheated and chill at night. Henttled about the house in
nothing but a pair of boxers, and a comforter ddapeer his shoulders for good
measure. The formerly insatiable and loquaciouprafessor twitched in pathetic
silence whenever a plate was set down before him.

One night, after a particularly harrowing exerdis@ersuasion, Ginny
managed to get Ira to sit down to dinner, onlydawéhthe plate she set out for him
shoved back in her face. Despite her shock arélsigsonse, she knew that he was
not growing violent, so much as disoriented anithioie. “You really do need to
try and eat something,” she reiterated, “You shoultike your medications on
an empty stomach.” He answered her with a thiclegrhatic cough.

It was possible, she thought as she closed thigeeditor, that a good part

of this prolonged illness was a stunt. Ira had gbwaaintained an air of brooding
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mystery, which he himself cultivated, especiallyhia public persona. He was a
generous-hearted man and a kind companion to lee atimough certainly not
immune to the pitfalls of his own cult of personhalit was this enigmatic appeal
which had first drawn Ginny to him, and had excusisdodd advances very early
on in their acquaintance.

She had not been much older than the reporter tinesrevening, perhaps
even a year or so younger. An aspiring art stugewhat she had called herself
whenever anyone asked. It was true, to a degreec&tainly did aspire,
although her personal finances—a few hundred ewvangs account at a local
bank—did not permit actual enroliment. She hadiobthsome odd modeling
jobs at the art institute under the pretense afiegrenough savings for a
semester’s worth of tuition. Really, the work was sporadic to gain her
anything substantial, but it got her into the sbgdand as close to an art education
as she could taste in the institute’s dining comsnon

Her break had come serendipitously when an alluneguctor twenty
years her senior took a shine to her in a figuasvdrg class. After that first
meeting, he began to repeatedly request her farldsses, no doubt exaggerating
her superior ability to hold a complicated posepmionged periods. Modeling
gigs at the institute became private hire in hislgt downtown, which became
undisguised lovemaking all within a few months’ ¢éinHe stopped paying her at
that point, in money at least. Ira was sensitiveugih to realize the insulting
nature of such an arrangement. Besides, he wagleahthat he was in love with
her, and she began to feel the same.

Ginny understood that theirs was a very symbiatiationship. If not for
Ira’s support and assistance, she might never feeved formal training, let
alone made a name for herself in the art scenkeabad. Ginny had since known
their relationship as one of colleagues, if no¢gfials, and understood the
compromises that had to be made in order to kempgréater thing together. She
had given him sex and youth and innocence, angtigiven her Art. She was

sure that this was the closest thing approaching she’d ever know.
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Some things did still rouse her imagination, howesas they had tonight.
Ira had not been a bachelor when they met. Nothddar again, at least. She had
discovered this early on, when she first beganngpfar him exclusively. A
woman had stopped by the studio unannounced oaafin to drop off a
triptych painting Ira had committed for a show. @yrrecalled her as having lank
blonde hair that fell below her waist. Through aatrin the bedroom door, Ginny
saw her at the refrigerator, slipping an unseafec®pe under a fruit-shaped
magnet. Before she left, she propped the triptgzirst an empty wall and
glanced over at a portrait of Ginny, lips parted aody christened with opened
pomegranates, left drying on the easel. A slightestran down Ginny’s spine as
the woman, whose nauseated expression betrayess her's wife, stared into the
face of her Persephonic twin.

Even then Ginny was not so naive as to believeltadtad not had lovers
before her. Yet, when she approached him abouhtigent, she was still a bit
dazed to hear him confirm the matter so casuakkyassured her that they had
been estranged for some time, and that the marwagecoming to a close. Ginny
had no reason not to believe this explanationsblliread through the contents of
the envelope as soon as she was alone in the kit¢he letter she found there
turned out to be in reference to the commencenfaheaivorce proceedings, as
Ira had promised. What he had not mentioned, hoky@xdch became apparent
from the tenor of the letter and the inclusion &éwa bitter references, was that
the woman Ginny saw had not been his first wife.

Ginny glanced at the digital clock over the stdvevas just after
midnight. The house was still and there was noenomning from upstairs. It
seemed Ira had been able to fall asleep tonigeth em an empty stomach. She
opened the refrigerator once more, removed the fxame the shelf, and shuffled
up to the second floor. As she approached theirdoead on sock-padded feet, she
admired the faint smolder of the moonlight on taeant pillowcase beside Ira’s
head and considered waking him up. There were earaii her nightstand
gathering dust and books of matches from restasigrwhich Ira had eaten in the

drawer below. She would have to go back downstaiggab glasses, since they
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both could not drink from the same bottle whilewses ill. Ginny entertained the
idea for a moment but knew that neither of them Wwasposition to become
intoxicated. Instead, she kept walking past ther @oa climbed the stairs up to
her studio. She would leave the wine up there maher supply cabinets,

perhaps for some other night.

*k%k

By the end of April, Ira was no longer sedentaryis sickness. The
horrible oxygen deprivation scare had thankfullyoleed itself several weeks
ago, and his face was no longer tinted cobalt. &tedf late regained his strength
and, apparently, his machismo. Now when Ginny binbugthe mail, he insisted
on opening his letters himself. A little oxygenati@and his brain switched
promptly into business mode. He didn’t attemptampsince he knew his lungs
could not yet handle the fumes. Yet, he didn't wasty time getting his
retrospective back on schedule.

Ira was eating again, as well. His nutritional it&lwere still extremely
finicky, but he was nonetheless taking in calori@sce his skeletal frame began
to fill out again, Ginny was convinced he was an\ay to recovery. This
improvement allowed her to resume teaching her Wedlay night classes
without the suffocating sense of guilt she hadvigden leaving a hacking,
malnourished Ira alone. It was strange to stayiferentire three-hour class
without needing to constantly excuse herself tbluaine. At present, Ira was
well enough, and rational enough, to heat-up taéqais she left for him without
too much of a fuss. With her partner finally on thend, Ginny no longer
required the help of Dylan, a senior painting majeioan from one of Ira’s
courses, to babysit her class when she went ietbaliway to make her calls.
She could finally focus on her own students again.

The South End Community Arts Initiative was a ladadon-profit wedged
between an auto body garage and "Bdghtury Catholic church, which had
recently been purchased and restored for use mswéng studio. The church had

become a museum of oddities since its acquisityoS8IBCAI. Although a
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majority of the “original” neo-Romanesque art rengal intact, myriad copies and
studies after older works of European sacred artatéd to SECAI, cluttered its
walls, pillars, and ceilings. Ginny taught the flEginners’ sketching class in the
deconsecrated sanctuary of the chapel. This phaticlass always attracted an
interesting hodge-podge of stay-at-home mothegh $chool dropouts,
neighborhood immigrants, and victims of mid-liféses.

Ginny'’s favorite student was Santiago, a formerggaember and would-
be digital artist from the opposite end of town. Il signed up early for the
night course in hopes of building a basic drawingfplio strong enough to
attach to his college application. At 27 years &ldntiago still remained
incredibly childlike. He remained close to Ginnyatighout the lesson, and
would always hang around after class to ask foopearion on the direction of a
cross-hatching shadow. It was difficult to belidneshad learned his techniques by
slicing improvised tattoos into fellow inmates’ arnvhile in prison.

Ginny knew she had been sidelining Santiago’simegifor several weeks
now, too preoccupied with the potentially fataleteiration of Ira’s health, and
her relationship with him. Ever since t@euples Dialogu®pening, Ginny had
begun to seriously question her understandingettmnnection between them. It
had always been something fixed in the automatiticoation of motion. With
the sudden halt caused by Ira’s iliness, howewerytheels seemed to knock out
of alignment. Ginny wasn't sure, now that Ira wattigg better, if she would be
able to jump back into it, as if the questions,¢batemplations, the fears had
never occurred.

When Santiago stopped asking Ginny for help, shkzesl her concerns
were spilling over and negatively affecting herctdag. So she gave him busy
work. She pointed out a study after Bernifilse Ecstasy of Saint Teres&ich
hung behind the altar, knowing Santiago would takiéne bold Spanish saint. She
explained that Teresa of Avila had been blessedyieed, with visions of God
during the time of the Inquisition. She was impnied for these radical visions,
which the church hierarchy professed to be heidtaifucinations due to poor

nutrition and pre-existing disease. This scene fnemlife, she explained,
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depicted an angel of God piercing her through #eerth a symbol of both the pain
and the passion of divine inspiration. She told tomesearch a favorite artist’s
interpretation of the source and meaning of pathexplore his findings through
a series of studies. Santiago agreed, of courskeoutirealizing he was doing

some of Ginny’s legwork for her.

That evening, she returned home to the clinkingiae glasses. The
owner of the gallery hosting Ira’s retrospective weell as the staff and interns
working on the project, had stopped by with a feitles of Cabernet to celebrate
the recommencement of the retrospective. When Ganryed, everyone shifted
their chairs around the dining room table so thatcould squeeze in. Ira, or
some self-assured member of the party, had liddoerative candles throughout
the dining room and parlor. As Ginny poured heragifass, the gallery owner, an
old friend of Ira’s from high school, nodded cownsly in her direction.

Ira sounded well as he relived a few follies froms dhys in the Haight
with those old enough in the room to rememberhoewd enough to have read
up beforehand. Ginny was seated opposite himgabttier end of the table.
Although it was too raucous in the room to speahito from that distance, she
felt warmed by the recognition that the life-lugtpfessor had indeed returned.
As he narrated a particular anecdote, the cantledigcentuated the familiar lines
Ginny had watched grow deeper over the years. Bdsid, a smooth-faced girl
trilled with the valleys and crescendos of histor

After another bottle or so was emptied, the gibsids began to stray
amongst the silver hairs of his forearm. Ginny kmawto make too much of this,
though. Time had taught her that admiring femaleets would invariably, and
shamelessly, use whatever means they could toigethie influential professor’s
graces. What did disturb Ginny, however, was ligir®rance—feigned or
genuine—of another student trying to make a maedléctual appeal. The young
man seemed to be the only other person in the mlonnoticed this slight.

Dylan looked pitiable, as each sentence he attatriptiorm terminated with the

uproarious laughter of the group at some otherlata@ comment. Ginny
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endeavored ardently to retrieve Ira’s attentiorbehalf of her one-time assistant,
but Ira had already moved past his period of rakictiependence upon her
shepherding.

At the end of the evening, as Ginny was washingloeiglasses, the party
began to migrate into the living room. From theksshe heard the general
commotion occasionally interrupted by a hackinggtoushe turned once or
twice, with the intention of asking Ira if he nedd®elp with anything. She
returned to the dishes, however, as the deliriaughter rose again. When she
did, Dylan was standing there waiting for her. Staaming, he thanked her for
listening to him. Perhaps he had been overthinkgpgn, he admitted, but things
seemed out of whack with his mentor. He was lé&dylito tolerate outside
opinions, and more prone to sending him off on pess errands, like sitting in
on her night class. Noticing her wince slightly,apologized for his rudeness. He
had not meant to offend her, he just had a sneakispicion that lately Ira had
begun to view him as more or less inconsequer@ialny assured him that there
had been no offense taken and continued to riresgl&sses, strangely satisfied in
the knowledge that she was not alone in her assggsshira’s dismissive
behavior.

Ginny realized Dylan still had his glass in hand asked him if he was
finished yet. He looked down, as if surprised thatvas still holding on to it. He
threw his head back and drained the silt withakfof the wrist. As Ginny held
out her hand to take the glass from him, he leamedd thrust his tongue into her
mouth. Although Ginny had been caught off guarddidenot have to force his
way in. Her lips were already slightly parted.

While he pressed her against the kitchen counieny3istened to the
mirth seeping in from the living room. The taut roles in her lids sewed her eyes
shut, but she could still imagine Ira walking inttve scene. As the edge of the
counter cut sharply into her lower back, she woedevhat Ira would say, what
he would do if he caught a glimpse of this. Pat&fwanted him to come in at
that moment, to see it and to rage, if only to prthat her fears had been wrong.

After a few more drawn out seconds, Dylan stepmadkbThe place on his shirt
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where her hand had touched was marked by a wet;pgened handprint,
already beginning to dry. Her lower back throbbed.

“So, he ignores you too?” he said.

*k%k

The following Wednesday night, Santiago returredlass with his
research. It was a thin packet of sheets held lpésgether with a red and yellow
striped paperclip. Ginny waited until after claspage through it. The first eight
pages were an assortment of Wikipedia articlesherictionary entries, and
paragraphs from personal websites, all discussipigs relating to Frida Kahlo’s
double self-portraitTheTwo Fridas Overall, it was an impressive collection of
sources for someone she knew would have Googled &dy words on a
computer at the local library. The last page wharad-drawn copy of the
painting, the matching faces staring out at thevere

Once all the other students had collected themgdhand head out for the
night, Santiago approached her.

“Did you look at my research?” he asked, eyesigio the floor.

“Yes,” she said, staring intently at his rendeyitfgp, what did you find
out?”

“Well, | searched for artists who painted abounh@nd emotion, and
piercing hearts. There’s a lot of shitty art owdrdy you know that? Anyway, |
found this Frida lady, and | really liked her stufhis picture here,” he said,
pointing to his own study, “There’s two of her. $hine, with the frilly
communion-looking dress on is who she is with hestiand, a muralist named
Diego. They were at it all the time, like cats aludjs. But the other one, on that
side, is her in her colorful traditional clothe&elwho she really is. So, the first
one is cutting off the line to the second one’srhétee all that blood there on her
white dress and the scissors in her hand? Likevthdée angel with the spear in
Teresa’s statue.” He pointed at the altar behind he

“Santi, can | ask you what made you pick this e®cshe asked.
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“Well, Frida is Chicano, like me. So | really li#k¢hat. But she’s also a

lady artist, like you. So | thought it was perféct.

*kk

He came to see her almost every evening for thesks. With Ira’s
return to the studio, the house was hers agairarbwibould finish up his work at
the college, then drive down to their house indbieth end. She left the door
unlocked for him in the early evenings, and he cagte up to her studio in the
attic. The first time, she poured him some of theenshe’d salvaged from the
couple’s exhibit and asked him to tell her othengls he’'d observed about Ira. In
return for this conjecture, she intended to giva the attention Ira withheld. She
listened for nearly an hour as he bemoaned hisestaehd offered lukewarm
compliments for her half-finished work, spread ontvarious easels across the
room. His praise, however, quickly turned to ledstc objects.

In subsequent visits, she gave up the pretenskausted by the sheer
effort it took to sustain clever conversation. As$ as he dropped his things by
the door, she began to undress. They would do thkgthad arranged, lie there
for a while with the curtains drawn, and then past before Ira came home.
Sometimes she posed staccato inquiries while l@s exre closed. When he
didn’t answer, she assumed he’d drifted off, andyeded herself that he hadn’t
heard.

During that time, Santiago began to pick-up onurezasiness. After
classes, he would offer to walk her to the bus,sapparently misinterpreting her
anxiousness as a general distrust of the neighbdras the evenings grew darker
earlier. By the third week, they had begun chardoalvings and the spare
newsprint pads she lugged in to class with herdigxme too much to carry
alone. That Wednesday, she approached him abquhbdier before he could
offer himself. He was quiet for the six-block watkthe 23 stop. With the wind
kicking up, and the temperature dropping, they tbthemselves alone on the

street.

23



“How have you been, Miss Ginny?” Santiago inquired

“Fine, why do you ask?”

“No reason. Just wondering.”

“How about you?” she replied.

As he launched into a description of a rejectettel he had received for
his portfolio, she noticed bus lights about twodid® away. Balancing her share
of the newsprint pads on her knee, she startedtsagrfor her TransPass. The
pads nearly tipped over when she tried to gettimearight pocket of her coat.
Immediately, Santiago leaned forward and slippadiee hand into her pocket.
Ginny looked up at him, his unshaved face inchesfner own.

“Santi, it's inappropriate,” she said quickly.

“l was just getting your card...” He held out theppapass with a look of
perturbation.

“I'm sorry,” she replied, “I thought...the bus isreenow, but how about
we discuss your portfolio again next class?”

“No trouble. It's not a big deal.” Santiago handesd the rest of the
newsprint pads. “You understand if | can’t help yaury these the rest of the

way.

Ginny knew she had to put an end to it. If she easable of such a gross
misreading of Santiago, it might be possible thatlsad been misreading Ira as
well. In all those trysts, she had managed to gligde more than Dylan’s own
professional gripes and the positions he favorteocdurred to her that perhaps
this pathetic dance was set only to the timingefdwn sad insecurities. After
three full decades, she had made a novice’s mistake

When Dylan showed up the next night, he listeneuetotalk through it
for about a half an hour. Ginny closed the curteaissshe usually did, but instead
of undressing, provided her rationale, in detaitsepersonal than their former
intimacy. He did not put up a fight or make a scaliben she had finished her

monologue, he merely picked up his belongings efid |
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In the weeks that followed, Santiago did his warlsilence and never
stayed long enough after class for Ginny to spe#k wm. She saved his
research packet to return to him along with higdies and a note of
endorsement she hoped he’d accept as some forpoluigy for the confusion,

but he skipped the last day of class and did nitecback to reclaim the items.

*kk

When Ginny and Ira arrived at the opening, the@wmas there, admiring
his handiwork from beside the punchbowl. The gglleoked resplendent draped
in the lush, blooming color of Ira’s art. The pasiing of the pieces leant a
feeling of ebb and flow that seemed natural, if cfabnological. Ginny stayed
firmly planted beside Ira for the duration of theeeing, commenting on the
generosity of the layout. A trip to refill her gladhowever, had separated them.
Before she was able to make her way back towardndathe epicenter of the
crowd, she was tapped on the shoulder.

“I think I've seen this one before,” said Dylaresguring toward the
painting in front of them. In it, Ginny’s naked byothced frontward, with her face
in profile, looking out an open window to the faftl The background, the
window, everything in the painting was muted anddescript, except for Ginny.
Her long red hair streaked with blonde, as it heeinbin 1979, fluttered behind
her, the only indication of movement or the pass&danme.

“It's possible,” Ginny said.

“I'm looking into the Rhode Island School of Deasifpr my MFA but |
need a solid recommendation. Ira said he mighewnié one a while ago.”

“Well, best of luck,” Ginny replied.

“It seems he’s forgotten, with everything goingraght now. | thought
you might write me one instead.”

“Perhaps there’s another professor you could @skPdt familiar enough

with your work,” she said, scanning the crowd far. |
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“Really? I'm quite familiar with yours. | thoughof sure you wouldn’t
mind helping out another struggling student,” hiel.sa

She turned to face him.
“You really can’t blame me,” smirked Dylan, helpihgnself to the freshly

refilled glass in her hand.
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Sheela na Gig

James was the sole blood relative in the midst@faelcoming party,
although most neighbors assumed everyone in Badbyde to be of loose relation,
in one way or another. His younger brother’s fors@roolmates and various
other town acquaintances were crowded at the lhdising tables in the dank
little pub. James wondered if the freeloading okt understood anything
significant about Colin, other than the fact thistinfrequent returns were
accompanied by a free round or two, usually orctiiege boy himself. James
scanned the crowd wearily. Ignorant faces he hasdvkrfrom childhood, with
whom he had regularly avoided making eye contattierstreet, now seemed
possessed of a different, if not more agreeabla. duoccurred to him, despite his
obstinate opinion about his brother's homecomihgt perhaps Ballykeegan only
felt something like home when Colin was there.

It had been a long day, and upon arriving at Slie@'shlames had attended
to the first order of business. After a preliminaoynd, he had ordered a second
and had begun to edge his way over to Colin. Hédgoist about make out his
brother’s smile as it flashed in the gaps betwesrops’ shoulders. Then, through
the bustle and clank of whiskey glasses, he caaghimpse of her. A face he did
not recognize hovering beside his brother’s. Aapygroached, he noticed her
slate-colored skirt, snug on the striking flarenef hips, sway closer to Colin’s
side. When he clasped his brother in a tight engyrsive fixed her milky gray
eyes directly to him. Watching him, ashéwere the unfamiliar guest. It was an
image James could not expel from his mind. One trespite the warm,
mollifying hum of alcohol, he feared would be mawere persistent by the effort
to remove it.

“Jimmy, I'd like you to meet Sheila,” Colin saiklis voice peppered with
pomp. ‘My Sheila.”

The grin that broke out across Colin’s face res@ahallow rivulets at the
outside corners of his eyes—new additions to theshtoanslucent face.
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James paused for a moment, rocking back on his.iHgee name meant
nothing to him.

“Sheila, my fiancée. I'm sure I've written you atidver,” Colin chuckled.

James felt the condensation beneath his fingeselohis grip on the pint.
He pressed the pads of his fingertips firmly irfite glass and inhaled.

“I don’t remember you ever mentioning anyone kst thame.”

“I must have. We moved into a nice flat by Stepb&reen almost four
months ago. Surely | wrote you about her since,th@alin replied.

The boy’s face grew dim for a moment.

“D’ya not want to meet her, Jimmy?” he asked.

Of course the girl was standing right there, lvdtian in ear shot. James
realized that this was Meeting the Family, thahbhd some paternal responsibility
to make up for. Yet, the first thing he thoughtrafs how the decision already
seemed to be made. In presenting her as his fi@udi had left him no veto
power.

“It's a pleasure,” he said, mechanically holding bis free hand.

The anxiety on Colin’s face dissipated.

“Likewise,” Sheila answered, taking his hand. ldaims were smooth,
velvety. Hands that had probably never worked vy for anything their
owner wanted. She grinned at him, took him in.dsvalmost vulgar how
unabashed the look was.

“Now that we're done with the formalities, let'stgo it!” Colin
exclaimed, “Another round in honor of another Ggflar!”

Another James caught himself thinking. What was wrondp whe two
already there?

“You need to see the ring.” His brother’s fiantéck out her hand, “It's
an antique Colin found in the shops. It's a conglletinique setting.”

The band was small and brassy against her fingeg, gold tied up into a
neat bow on top, with a modest diamond chip incérger. James thought
immediately of the bits of yarn their Aunt Deirdrsed to knot onto her fingers so

she would remember chores that needed to be done.
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The next morning, James laid out scones and Iiésand brown bread,
along with black currant jam, butter, and orangemadade. Tea sat steeping in
the dented metal serving pot James had inheritesh\threir aunt passed away, on
a trivet Colin had brought back from Trinity. Itdhéhe college crest on it and an
inscription in Latin only Colin could decipher.

“Don’t tell me you made all this, Jimmy?” Colimged. “I never thought
of you as a homemaker before.”

“Ha! Don’t make me laugh. You know right well Brigmade them. She
dropped them off this morning, before you were up.”

“Why didn’t she stay for breakfast?”

“She had to take Katie to the doctor’s. But yoowrhow she is,
mothering all the while. Go on and have anothensc®here’s too many for me
to finish myself.” James nudged the plate a bireet his brother.

Colin spread a heaping mass of jam on his scodevant at it.

“Seems your appetite has grown since | saw ydu Yamr'd think they
don’t feed you in Dublin,” James laughed.

“They do. I've just been eating a lot more in gaheMaybe it's the stress.
| have a lot of deadlines coming up soon. That, ldral/e to soak up everything
from last night,” he said patting his belly.

“Ah, he’s a fine gobshite, that Sheehan. He'llkége place open till sun-
up, so long as there’s a paying crowd. Last calldmned,” said James.

“Cursing the publican already, are we? It's nagrenoon yet.”

“It's no secret,” James replied, “Sheehan alwags an unapologetic
businessman. Besides, Sheila’s not up yet. No teeewrry about corrupting the
ladies.”

“It's not the ladies I'm worried about,” Colin wked.

“I'm not so sure,” James glanced over at his yaurgyother, “Sometimes

that’s exactly who you should be wary of.”
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With the excuse of needing to tie up a few busimeesis that evening,
James left Colin and his girl to go see Brigid.Hade it halfway to her house
when he realized that he’d left the toolbox invas. He figured he could fix the
faucets with whatever she had lying around in #évay closet. Brigid wouldn’t
mind the lapse in professionalism. Whereas anytsgeie town was a customer
first, Brigid was a friend.

James didn’t knock when he reached Stephen ag@Bri There were
only about forty houses in the whole of Ballykeegarelve of which were
situated on either side of the high street. It th@sonly asphalted thoroughfare in
miles and served as the de facto town centre. \ilfeepost office they used as a
general store ran out of butter or sugar—importethflarger towns further
inland on the Ring of Beara—people would simplythetmselves into their
neighbors’ unlocked kitchens and ask to borrowgtheds in person. Although
Brigid’s was at the far end of the street, pastdmerch, the house still had its
share of foot traffic.

James nearly tripped over a stuffed animal bydthex on his way in.
Straight away, he headed to the closet and begfmage for tools.

“We’'re up here in the bathroom, James,” Brigidezhldown the stairs.

As he climbed the steps he could hear the smaattespf Brigid's 3-
year-old, Katie, splashing in the tub. It was @it for James to wrap his mind
around how much time had passed since Brigiddinstounced the pregnancy.
Stephen’s proposal had come a brief two weeks siftermade it known, before
she had even begun to show. The wedding itselblead held barely a month
after that, while James’ younger brother was gtltking for Dublin. With one
child leaving, and another just arriving, it hasgtheéhe most eventful autumn
Ballykeegan had seen in some time.

“Come on in and take a seat,” Brigid said, gestyitowards the toilet.
“Say hello to Uncle Jamesy!”

The toddler screwed her face up into a twist andksout her tongue.

“Katie’s in a brilliant mood today. She feelingyanetter?” he asked.
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“Definitely. Her fever broke this morning by thene we made it to the
doctor, but last night she was screaming her slitetlungs out. She must have
felt dreadful, the poor thing. | haven't had to gptso many times in the middle
of the night since she was an infant. It appeas ¢irown a bit complacent since
then. Too many nights of uninterrupted sleep haademme soft.”

“At least she’s doing better now. What about fhiscet?” asked James.

“Oh, it keeps dripping. It's a slow leak, so wemlt losing too much
water, but it's constant. Drip, drip, drip, no neaittvhich way | position the
handle. It's maddening.”

He jiggled the handles on the faucet betweenhhisibs and forefingers.

“It's a bit loose. Have you tried tightening it?”

“Stephen said he adjusted it, but between younaed can't trust that
man as far as | can throw him on things like thield him you’d know better,
but he doesn’t want to listen. Remember the last the tried to help he—"

“Backed up the sewage tank.” James finished. “Yemnember. That was
a pain to clean up.”

“You see my point, then.” Brigid smirked.

It took James only seconds to recalibrate the learah the faucet. He
could do this sort of work with his hands tied lmehhis back and only the use of
his teeth to assist him. He never charged her apyna even for the sewage
incident. He supposed he should bill for the lathergs, since it was his living
like anyone else’s, but he couldn’t bring himseltio it. She was a good listener
and let him prattle on whenever he needed to, éware was already engaged in
something else, like bathing Katie.

“So, | don’t suppose you made it down to Sheehkssnight?” he asked
her.

“At home with the little one,” Brigid exhaled. “@tren’s a full-time job,
you know. Especially when they fall ill.”

“Did Steve stop by?”

“He did right after work, | know.”

“Did he catch a glimpse of Colin’s fiancé?”
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“Fiancé?” she repeated. “He said Colin came hoitie afovely girl, but
he neglected to mention the occasion. | should ruoigte him! | always knew
he’d make some girl very happy.”

“Cooking up another bake shop’s worth of bisctotshim, are ya?”

“Oh hush, don’t be so mean. | know you love thest as well. I'd be
surprised if they last till Sunday.”

“l can stop eating them whenever | choose, yowmkhdames laughed.
“Honestly though, I'm not sure how | feel about it.

Brigid quit tousling Katie’s wet hair and wrappege: towel around her
narrow shoulders.

“James, give the kid a break for once. You'vagohim off to
university, he can handle the rest.”

“I don’t mean anything by it. It's just that itsbit...troubling.”

“Why? Is there something wrong?”

“No, no, not that | know of. | just don't like tHeeling I get about her.”

“His fiancé? Well, given that you met her onlytlagyht, and that it's
you—" she shook her head, “I doubt you've given &éair shot, is all.”

“Well, we exchanged a few words.”

Brigid shot him a sideways glance.

“Ok, a single word. Still, I don’t feel right abbit. Doesn’t it seem too
sudden to you? Colin was never this way beforesiet a slapdash kid. Now
suddenly he’s running headlong into marriage. Hetseven finished school yet.”

“Perhaps he’s just looking ahead? Or maybe haltyreaken by this girl.
People don’t decide when they’re going to fallond. And they sure as hell don’t
consult other people’s schedules before they dem\Btephen and |I—"

“You two were different, though. There wasn’t muwftan option there.”

Brigid’'s eyes widened.

“Jaysis, James,” she whispered, covering Katiats @ith the towel.
“You really don’t have any filters, do you?”

“You know what | mean.”
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“And you're lucky | do. Anyone else would planteright across your
self-righteous face. You know | love you, but rgatty some consideration.”

Brigid scooped up Katie and shuttled her intolbestroom. She left the
door ajar while she dressed her, so she could lisgeping to him.

“l can’t say exactly what it is, but he seemsaeatiént. He was never this
impulsive before.”

“Well, you were never this restless about thinggewwe were dating
back in Third Year, but situations change, and feepolve with them.”

“Evolution moves in the opposite direction, Brigihd | was always this
restless. Everyone just wrote it off as a symptdmdolescence back then. It's
not for Colin.”

There was a protracted silence and then the rosb&nkets or clothing.
Brigid flipped the light off and gently pulled thi®or closed with a creak.

“Katie needs some rest, and | think so do you'slg downstairs,” she
said. “How about a hot whiskey?”

Stephen was home by then, watching a footballliglgts show on the
television. He didn’t look up as his wife and Jaroase down from the upstairs
together. Gallagher, as Stephen had always insistedlling him, was a fixture
in the household. Something he at first suspectigtitrchallenge his sense of
authority, but now he accepted as part of thetteyriof marrying Brigid. He
didn’t have to put up with any of Brigid’s girlfiels—just rambling, dissatisfied
James Gallagher. Brigid had asked him to be patvéhtJames, claiming that he
was still working through the car crash that hdetehis parents and struggling to
give his brother something he could probably néaase. Stephen was of the
mind, like many in town, that the “accident” waseilf long past and that no
amount of learning could bring back the dead. Wastime to give up the silly
dreams that had gotten his parents in troublearfitht place? As it was, James
was just a hopeless loner and thus, an empty threat

While Brigid took out the whiskey and set the ketb boil, James
pretended to watch the sports program over Steplsfigulder. When Brigid
brought the steaming mug over, she handed Jamegskann
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“Sorry about the bills and such all over the tdldée said, trying to push
back an invading pile of responsibilities.

James put the mug down on a napkin to cool. ltreak for a moment
before he caught sight of a green plastic teethimgy He unfolded the napkin
onto his lap and grabbed Katie’s toy, placing thegran it like a coaster. It was

somewhat lopsided, like most things in his lifet ibuvould have to do.

*kk

After the death of their parents, but before Calas old enough for
school, James had been his brother’s primary glayfeAt first, Aunt Deirdre
had worried that daily life with an aging widowtime farthest house on the sea
road would isolate the boys. She soon found tretrthnner in which they'd
come into her care was already estrangement endbghgossip about the crash
that circulated throughout the town only magnifibdir need to cling to one
another.

There had been a span of three years or so whenhDairdre had actually
paid to get the BBC on the television in the sgtioom. Her justification ran that
there were more educational programs on the Bnitegtvork than on the Irish
RTE broadcasts. It was a short-lived epoch in leeisehold, but one that the boys
truly savored. During that time, they would crowdund the TV to watch Tom
Baker as Doctor Who. Aunt Deirdre would make thakettheir shoes off by the
door and refused to let them use the pillows orctlrpet. She enforced a
minimum viewing distance when she was in the rooat,as soon as she left
them unattended, the boys’ noses would vie fon@teal spot inches from the
screen.

In the afternoons, James and Colin would ventuteonto Ballykeegan
beach to play out what they’d seen on that weghi'sogle. James would wrap his
chicken neck in an oversized knit scarf he’d pumai from Deirdre’s linen closet
to mimic the one worn by Baker. She never caugthanthe scarf was missing,

perhaps because the items in that closet were aeueally used, although they
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were presumably set aside for “company.” The acrgssas cumbersome on
James, who was yet quite scrawny. It covered upfdilis neck, and nearly half
his face. Sometimes, when they scaled the wetos#a on the shoreline, James
would step on the tail of his own scarf dragginglosm ground. Once when it
happened, he hit a rock face first and knockechbge out of joint. Staunching
the blood with his jumper, he had been sure nttt€olin see him cry.

During every game, James was the Doctor. It wasatical choice since
he was older and larger, and better understoodttmglines. Colin would agree
to play his companion, though never entirely sunatva companion was meant to
do. Often, the adventure dissolved into a plottgsre of tag. There was an
abandoned trailer sunk into the sand on the wasiashtip of the beach. The
boys pretended that this was their TARDIS—the $hat allowed the Doctor to
travel through time and space on a whim. They didave the keys to get inside,
so they ran around the outside and pattezhgingly when talking about
intergalactic travel.

When Aunt Deirdre cancelled her subscription ®BBC in the middle of
the season, the boys were crushed. She argueiti hladtbeen far too British for
her taste to begin with, but that the boys shoalkkhgrown out of such fictions
by now. The breaking point came once Aunt Deircbieced that James had
begun to develop an English accent. “You don’t kribis, James,” she scolded,
“but I lived in London for three years when yourdlsMichael was ill. There’s
nothing spectacular about it. While your uncle walospital there, | had a lot of
time to walk around during his treatments. Thaterotountry was the last thing
the dear man saw. Believe me when | tell you liiks any other place—it simply
isn’t home.”

The boys spent that entire evening on the beatingeelly Babies and
looking out across the Atlantic. They knew Aunt ide2 wouldn’t risk a chill to
come out and fetch them, so they climbed onto d¢bé of the trailer and waited
for the sun to set. The reprimand would surely ctates that night. Yet for those
few hours, they talked about the future. Not anyccete conceptualization of it,

but the way in which only children can. Tomorrowdahe day after, and the day
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after that, all filled with flying police call boseand sweets and far-off planets
like Gallifrey which, despite the similarity in n@ywas nothing at all like

Ballykeegan.

*k%k

Brigid’'s take-away advice was that he talk to @alirectly. He was
embarrassed by the fact that the idea had not xttw him before. Thinking on
it further, he realized he had not engaged in bdisaussion with Colin since
before the boy first left for university. Believirlgat detachment was the best
thing he could do for his brother while he was awagchool, James had long
fought back any temptation that might pull Colimend away from his studies
and back towards the Ring of Beara. He willinglgdisiis money from the
plumbing business to pay whatever tuition the satsblips did not cover, but
made certain during that time he kept out of hather's way.

Colin had never before stayed long enough to bequant of the daily
routine. But this morning he seemed quite situatetht settled, at the house on
the sea road. Thomas Mulligan, a one-time scho@nvab still lived with his
parents a few houses over, had stopped by to seeMnen James got in from his
morning errands, Mulligan was seated at the kitdhbte with Sheila and his
brother. James banged the back door shut and Mnlligmediately got up,
sweeping the rest of his scone into a paper napkin.

“Don’t leave on account of me, Tom,” James muttere

“I have to getting going, anyway,” said Mulligéi®ome things to do
today.”

Colin insisted that Mulligan take a few more of gtones and biscuits
that had originally been meant for him. Mulligamfi bother protesting. He
grabbed another handful of items and quickly wigglast James and out the
back door. James picked up a wet rag at the sidlstanted wiping down the
table and countertops.

“What's the matter Jimmy?” Colin asked.
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“Nothing.”

“That’s not true,” Colin said, “What is it?”

“I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Feed the vultures.”

Sheila lowered her head and looked over at Csigmaling for him not to
argue. She took Colin’s hand and pressed it tightlyers while James finished
tidying up in silence.

Later in the afternoon, Sheila went down to thechesith a couple
magazines and a rusty folding chair she’d founDeirdre’s old shed. Colin left
her his copy of the house key and the brothersrbegédking up the path to what
used to be the copper mining cliffs. They took ligh road through the centre of
town, past the schoolhouse, and the post, anddsigind met the hill trail past
Pam O’Shea’s sheep pasture. The damp of the monaidyet to be burned off
by the noon sun. Colin put on the sweater he'd lnagerying.

As they moved past the soft roll of the hillsideldegan climbing the
rockface in earnest, the sun broke out in strekfts across the terrain behind
them. James could not think of the last time hediimabed the cliffs. Colin, who
appeared to have read his mind, noted just thahfeas they reached a lookout
point by the old mill ruins.

“I've sweat a nice little lake in my sweater hétee laughed, airing
himself out.

“Aye, you've got a long V all down the back as Wedaid James.

When the two of them had quit panting, they toe&ts among the rock
formations and just looked at each othdre Gallagher boys together again.
Colin had on a finely pressed pair of khaki slaakd shoes that were obviously
not made for climbing. The freckles on his nose faal@d significantly, but his
neck was still slender and lor@iraffe-neck Gallagher and his Sky-High
Dreams the kids used to shoutoo good for us, eh? The lot of you get what you

deservethey would say, repeating things their parenteneuended to leave the
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dinner table. They would hurl the insults at Cobanf the meaningful glares they
would reserve for James.

Colin was the first to move. He picked up a fewlges and began tossing
them over the fence that surrounded the dilapidatie@ shaft.

“Do you remember this game?” he asked James.

“What? Counting to see how long it would take tfog rocks to hit the
bottom of the gorge?”

“Yeah. Used to seem like an eternity, didn't it?”

“Well, | haven't heard the thing strike yet.”

They listened for it. Clack, clack, scrape, clatke noise didn’t seem to
end, it only got fainter. James imagined it wenfanever that way, unless
someone was there to stop it.

“How on earth have you been, Jimmy?” Colin bredtbet at once. A sigh
of sudden relief, and recognition.

“Well enough. The business is doing fine. | takei$e calls out as far as
Kilfort now.”

“All the way on the other side of the Ring! | libey call you from far and
wide. Tell me, what was the worst you ever got?”

“The O’Connors, hands down.” James laughed.

“Paul and Maggie?”

“Paul had popped one of his new contact lensesSmmehow he dropped
the feckin’ thing right down into the drain. | doi&now which was worse: Paul
blind to the world or Maggie screaming herself Iseaatbout it.”

“Weren't they just disposable ones?” Colin seermaafused. “Couldn’t
he buy some more?”

“l suppose he could have?” James offered. “Maydis $till using those
long-term ones? You know them around here. Abadkwards’

“Ah, well then, I'm sorry | missed it. It sound&e it was a right circus.”
Colin shrugged.

“Colin,” James lowered his voice, “do you thinkue making the right

decision?”
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The boy looked away.

“The right decision about what?” he asked.

“All this...marriage business.”

A spasm twitched across Colin’s face. He squiatéd, as if he didn’t
understand the question. James could see the r&osvis feet crinkling at the
corners of his eyes, same as he had amidst sméesight in the pub.

“Do you not like Sheila?” he asked.

“That’s not the issue, Colin.”

“Then what is? She’s practically family to me.”

Practically. The word rattled about in James’ head with aytiresonance.

“l jJust mean you should think about this, is #lk not a decision to take
lightly.”

“You don’t believe I've thought about this all tivay through?” the boy
said, getting to his feet.

“l didn’t say that.”

“That’'s what it sounded like.” Even now, his dedereness had a note of
distress in it, as if he meant to please his brotig could not quite figure out
how.

James dug his teeth into his tongue. The metalig mixed with his
saliva.

“We—Il—don’t know her well enough yet.”

The muscles in his brother’s face relaxed. Theésolyest deflated a bit
and he sat back down.

“Then you should come and visit us in Dublin, Jini@pend a weekend.
You've never come to visit me, in all the time I'been there.”

“You're off being a university man,” James insatéYou know that'’s the
most important thing in your life right now. Youmlobneed distractions—of any
kind.”

*k%k
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On his walk to Sheehan’s that evening, James toiédrget about the
Dublin invitation. He crossed Pam O’Shea and hmkfinear the end of the road.
A few of the sheep had congregated around the Wapioaic benches outside the
pub. Pam’s oversized galoshes squeaked as shediadkk and forth among
them, whistling and calling out their names.

“Aye, the boys want to drink tonight,” she snigggmwhen she saw James
approaching.

| don’t blame themhe thought, nodding to her politely as he passed.

It was surprisingly crowded in Sheehan’s. All thbles were filled up and
there was hardly standing room by the bar. Autuiweh legun to set in early this
year, and James figured that some of the neighbers trying to avoid turning
on their heat a few weeks prematurely. Sheehargdhsummate businessman,
didn’t bother with the heating at times like theldes was one of three pubs in
town, but he kept the kitchen open longer than Moimh’s next door, and
poured better a head than O'Toole’s, so his plasays attracted the most
people. Business generated body heat, and vica.vers

James had just placed his order at the counten Wwadeard someone call
to him.

“Jimmy? the voice asked tenuously.

He took up his Bulmers and glanced around to deehad spotted him.

“Over here.”

He shuffled forward a bit, past two of the Ferboys.

She sat there, again in her slate-colored dreisstitne sipping a pint by
herself.

“Come sit here, there’s room,” she said.

He looked around the place for someone else &stattimself to, a good
friend he could argue he couldn’t abandon, buteheas no one who fit the bill.
Brigid was most likely home with Katie and Steph&mmes regretted this, for it
would have been a far better evening if he couldf§iat the bar with Brigid and
get her opinion of Sheila firsthand. Seats werecgcso, for lack of a better idea,

he sat down across from her.
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“Where’s Colin?” he asked.

“He said he was headed off to see some relatingheother side of the
cliffs. 1 didn’t realize you have other family ihe area,” Sheila said.

“We don’t. Our parents are buried in the old Gaekmetery out that
way.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Why aren’t you with him?”

“He wanted to go by himself. | said I'd go tootbu thought I'd wait for
him at the one place | seem to know best,” sheeshil

“That’s a heady place for him to visit alone,” Janmeumbled.

“He asked to. I'm sure he’ll be fine. It's good ti&@olin’s getting to visit
with them. They'd be happy to know he’s come honseg said.

He kept drinking until he hit the bottom of the ggaSheila watched and
immediately hailed a waitress when he finished. g#iated to his glass, and held
up a signal for two more.

“I should be fetching Colin now.” James fished ardun his pocket for
change.

“Just give him some space.”

Even when it pained James, space was all he gavadther. He counted
out the coins, shaking his head. She was stauisgund like Brigid.

“Sorry | don’t have more time.”

“James,” Sheila said, gently touching his kneégdpe stay and have a
drink with me.”

He sat back for a second. Something in her gareegihim to the spot.

“I'm from a little town outside Galway, you knowshe said, leaning
across the table. “Not as small as this one, ofsbut it’s fairly close-knit
there, t0o.” His brother’'s engagement ring caubhtlight when she moved her
hand, and seemed to wink at him.

“Is that where you were living before you wenflianity?” asked James.

“Oh, I'm not a student. | thought | might go tdhsol in Dublin, but it

wasn't for me.”
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“So how do you know Colin, then?”

“l used to work at the shop where he bought heskfiast.”
“Where do you work now?”

“Nowhere at the moment,” she said, “I'm in-betwgelns.”

In the two hours they had spent at the pub togethercrowd waxed and
waned, but Colin never showed. Sheila pulled ouniebile phone and checked
her voicemail.

“He hasn’t called yet,” she said.

“There aren’t any mobile towers for miles. He htigot be able to get
reception. He could have gone back to the houseyed suggested.

“I don’t think so. | still have his key from eagh.”

“Well then,” said James, “We're taking a hike.”

They walked from the pub to the end of the maadyavhere the dim
lights from electric window candles ceased. He théar trip over a stone in the
dark.

“I've never seen a night so dark before in my.lifeere’s not a single
star!” Sheila exclaimed.

“Mind you, we try to avoid walking the roads aistihhour. Although, you
really can’t take the van up this way with any aasuge of safety.”

“You need a torch, just to see the ground in fafntou,” she mused.

James heard the rustle of fabric as she dug entpurse. She flipped open
her mobile phone and her face was flooded with techbluish-green light. Even
in this faint illumination he could tell that sheasvgorgeous. Thick, sandy hair
partially obscuring a broad, luring smile.

“Will this do?” she asked.

He took the phone from her and held it to the gbas they walked. As
he looked at the gravel on the road by the scriggm:-he felt her features further
imprinting themselves onto the insides of his egelvith each involuntary blink.
He felt something like a tinge of envy for his Wret, then a minor happiness for

his apparent fortune.
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Twice, James had to stop, look around and reohiemself, as his
thoughts had carried him away. The narrow pathdihgaup towards the cliffs
were increasingly twisted. James had felt his chegglw hot after he had
realized his error both times. He was glad thatethneas no significant light by
which she could see his embarrassment.

At one of the rockier passages, he took hold othlaexd and helped her
over the boulders. James could feel the curvilifi@an of the ring against his
palm. It felt larger, more substantial than it haoked upon first glance.

“Were we lost back there?” she asked, once thdychassed the rocks. “I
wasn’t sure if we had taken a wrong turn or not.”

Sheila was so close to him, the heat from her werdering his mouth.
He could not remember which one of them had leaméal bring them to this
distance. If he hadn’t been fighting the idea o¢ighsince their first meeting, he
might have thought he actually wanted her.

“These roads are deceiving,” James explained, G&aibeat nighttime.”

“Isn’t it funny how you can get lost on roads yeei'travelled your entire
life?” she whispered.

“Is that Jimmy | see!” shouted Colin. He was siton a stone near the
promontory with his back to the cracked graves.ekhurried over and crouched
down beside him. Colin clutched a portable flaskigright hand. He still had on
his fancy, impractical shoes, but this time, indaenp of the night, carried no
sweater.

“Will you sing the chorus with me, Jimmy? | wastjgetting to the
chorus,” he said.Her eyes they shone like diamonds/I thought heqtieen of
the land/And her hair it hung over her shoulderfligo with a black velvet band!
Come on, you know this one.”

“Hey there,” Shelia said softly, placing a handhas cheek.

“It's the lady herself!” he cried. “Beautiful, wonyou give us a kiss?”
Colin lifted his face in expectation. Sheila toudheer lips to his then brushed a
bit of hair from his eyes.

“Jimmy, isn’t she terrific?” he giggled.
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“All right, boyo” said James, hoisting up his bvet, “time to come back

down.”

When they got back to the house, he helped hib&rout of his clothes.
James sat Colin down on one of the twin beds im thé room as he struggled to
get the nightshirt over his head. Colin’s body sabtpwards the pillowcase.

“You still have another arm to go,” said Jamesgcating Colin’s hand
through the sleeve hole.

“I'm being a big pain in the arse right now, ate?” Colin slurred.

“A bit, but it's not so bad. We’'ll talk about ibtorrow. For now, you
should sleep.”

James wrapped Colin in one of the blankets froafaolot of the bed and
switched off the light. As he pulled the door sthé,heard Colin shift under the
covers.

“You're going to make a fine uncle, Jimmy,” helsegl. “The best uncle in
the world.”

Sheila was waiting outside the door.

“What did he mean by that?” asked James.

“We were going to tell you.”

“You'’re not...?”

“Am,” she nodded. Sheila tightened her lips, agigng a smile.

“You can’'t have it,” he spat. “You’ll ruin his E.”

“His life?”

“You two shouldn’t even be messing about with ¢jsitike engagements.
You can’t follow through with this sort of thing.llAhose plans. He has so many
plans.”

“You don't think | did?” she asked.

“No...you told me yourself you were only fooling aral in Dublin. He's
going places. It doesn’t mean a thing to you. Forssake, you two are engaged
and you nearly kissed me up there tonight. ’'mimatgining it. I'm not.”

“Maybe | did. | was knackered. So what?”
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“You did this on purpose, that's what. | knew itrity gut, | just didn’t
have words for it. That's what you do, isn’t it? Wwind people up and send them
off spinning, wanting things they can’t have and yan't offer. They go mad
with the sound of their own desires bouncing of timy walls of the house you
trap them in. And when they realize they’'ve misder chance to get out
because of your repeated lies, they run themselifesffs just to feel free.”

“Who are you talking about, Jimmy? You're not makemy sense,” she
cried.

James brushed her aside and went down the hal tmam room.

*kk

No sooner had he put his head down on the pill@again found himself
on his feet. He was in the kitchen, the sink wasrfbewing. His Uncle Michael's
plumbing tools, now his, were scattered on the te&twp, abandoned like
medical instruments after a botched surgery. Hdraam the kitchen to Brigid’s
house. The door was open but he could not walkutiiroHe banged on the
doorpost, screamed for her to answer. He saw [atlee yard playing on the
swing set. Her wrist was caught in a ring on théatehain, and yet she smiled?

He tried walking through the door again, but sdnimgf prevented him
from getting inside. He turned from the house araditto think of where to go.
How far could he run? And where to?

He stepped forward and the sea was suddenly &étisA natural barrier
come up to meet him. There was an open door ohdaeh. He could walk
through. Somehow he knew he was inside the trsileak in the sand. It was so
small and yet impossibly vast within. There was@awd inside with him,
drinking. They spoke to him, around him. But heldawt understand. It was
nonsense to his ears.

And then he heard something familiar. There wasees-hot breath in his

ear that turned cold when it hit his brain. He &agro see what it was beside him.
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Sheila laughed and told him to close his eyeshéndark inside his mind she

whispered his Gaelic name into his ear. The namtewhs both his, and not.

Séamus 6 Gallchobhair.

She asked him to come see the room she’d setddirbther, the boy, a
child. He said no, but he was already there. Thethat framed her smile was the
dress hiked up above the waist, framing the opghshof a cave with his Gaelic

name carved into the walls.

*kk

James awoke drenched in his own sweat. His healllibd. For a
moment he did not remember where he was. It camietbehim slowly as his
heart steadied its pace. Acid turned in his stomdehgot up out of bed and
stumbled into the bathroom down the hall. His haneisibled as he leaned on the
edge of the sink. He coughed and could feel hinemdiut to heave. Before he
could let himself go, he went back into the hallvaayl made sure Colin’s door
was completely closed. She was probably asledperetas well, but it was Colin
he worried would hear.

James went back to the bathroom and kneeled ogdoilet bowl. As he
waited for his insides to churn all that acid uphe surface, he wondered if he

would ever see life other than down a sewage pipe.
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TheLost Art of Letter Writing

It was like checking the mailbox the way | havénausand times before,
but this time there was finally a letter. Or maylbgt a note, with the promise of
something more later on. In my head | could see fiamried words sprint across
the spool of tape on the answering machine, likergoulsive scrawl across stolen
vellum. | realize that no one writes on anythingpeecious as vellum skins
anymore, when they do bother to write at all, big vision is a testament to the
vividness of your return.

| hadn’t even known you were traveling in the Sdateseems | missed
the whole trip, where ever you were going, becawse you're headed back to
Montreal. You must have left that message aboutingeap during your layover
right before boarding your flight. | suppose | slibask you why you’'ve waited
so long before calling, why you'd run the risk oisging me altogether by leaving
such a vague message so close to departure. Boklltunderstand without
needing to hear your justification. In many waysre/éwo of a kind, and I've
known my share of avoidance as well.

A two-hour layover is not enough time for everythitve been meaning
to say, but I have something to show you that miighéible to say it all for me.
Remind you that there’s still someone listeninglaa side, even through the long
silence. We have to loop around the airport seuaras to get to the back roads
I’'m thinking of. | know it must feel like we’re dring in circles, but it wasn’t me
who built the roads in spirals. It seems you alwagge to drive such a long way
just to get back to where you started. Be patiatit me, | say, I'll get you back
to the terminal in time. | promise.

The cold is vicious tonight, but | suspect you'vewn accustomed to
much worse. The northern exposure has probabligghed your skin. Then
again, | suppose you had to toughen up years dgen wou were still here, even
before this self-imposed exile. |, on the otherdhaam still the frail little sister

you always rolled your eyes at. Ratty Penn swedssbin the beach in the middle
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of July. Your sweatshirts, always. | still havertheand your old summer dresses,
in a few trash bags under my bed. | don't thinkerebought any of my own. |
preferred instead to curl up in your discardedIskalrt of me wishes we’'d
planned this better, or planned it at all. Thiswegmn feels like something we
should have done in warmer weather, when we wér&ids. It's a little too icy

to really appreciate it tonight.

When we finally make it out to the far end of tAeding strip, | pull over
and turn off the engine. As we get out of the cat start walking along the length
of the barbed wire fence in the dark, | can onlgklother people’s thoughts.
There was a book | read some time ago, not asregjteading or anything, but
because it looked friendless sitting there on &dralpty discount shelf at
Borders. The collected letters of Alexis de Tocallevcorrespondence from
America to his family back home. Unpolished aneeddtom the rough New
World. It's not anything in the letters themsel¥ieat I'm thinking of, though.
What comes to me now is a passage from the inttmtud can see the sharpness
of the font, and the exact place where the word®W&d out on the pagélaving
lived through the Terror, the surviving de Tocqllesiwere left scarred by the
era, and consequently, Alexis himself grew intesdless youth. When he made
his now-famous journey to America in 1831, offigials a surveyor of the
American penal system, he came intentionally lapkon a world without the
burden of a past.can’t help but think that’s what you’ve been kotg for, too. A
world without a pastAnd perhaps that's why you've just kept travelingd have
stayed away for so long.

| stop below a No Trespassing sign, and look avgou. There is no
illumination out here on the borderlands, justdima lights around the tarmac
several yards in front of us, on the other sidtheffence. The faint glow casts a
sickly yellow film over the contours on your fadevatch you loop your fingers
through the grating and take a step forward, pngsgour heart against the
perimeter. We look out on the runway in silencel bwonder how you can erase

a past that’s already happened, in case you dad’&fworld without one.
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| think about it for a minute and figure that yaancalways try and
misplace the unsettling memories, or get rid ofrttatogether, even if the reality
still persists. Throw the correspondence into@ fdurn after reading. Lifetimes
of letters wiped out in the lick of a flame. Whdiles stricken from the record. |
read that Emily Dickinson made her younger sistarihia promise that she’d
burn all her marked letters after her death. Canigwagine? Dickinson wishing
her precious words tossed into a stove. Her siitiert burn her poetry, though,
when she found it all, holed-up in her chest ofndnes. Lavinia spent thirteen
years struggling to get her sister’s poems pubtisfighting to let her finally be
heard. Emily couldn’t have been mad, though, ssieenever left behind any
orders about those.

So | don't think you’d be the first to try and perdn fact, | know you
wouldn’t. | was there when Gran burned Mom’s thiafier she died, after you
had already packed up the car and started dri@igdyphotos and Hallmark cards
from birthdays and Christmases when he was stilidi with us. She had kept all
the ones from him in separate shoeboxes on thehtelp of the hallway closet for
years. Even after she had found out what he had ttoyou, she could not bring
herself to throw them out. Gran got rid of the part her daughter even she did
not want to remember. Honestly, there are manythitve wanted to incinerate,
too—I did not try and pretend to stop her from d®ghg those boxes.

But there was a catch. Other memories got burnad tige process. |
think our middle school valentines and letters &nt8 were in some of the other
boxes Gran got rid of. And the mail you got fronuypen pal in § grade. |
remember helping you write responses to those paigdecause even though
you were older, my penmanship was more legible jloams. | took such pride in
those cheap, tourist-shop souvenirs you boughtdorThe ones with
Independence Hall on the front, and your words ynhandwriting on the back.
The whole endeavor didn’t last very long, thoughc®the project was no longer
required for class, you quit trying and moved on.

We haven't seen a plane land, yet. It seems thiteatraffic is outbound

tonight. | brought you here to my favorite spotmatch the planes touch down,
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since I'm sure you’re only familiar with the viewoim the cabin. There’s a
strange sense of hopefulness, though, when youhvitadtl from the ground—the
promise of visitation, and perhaps even the pddgibif a more permanent stay.
Yet, all we can see now are passenger jets takfngay down at the other end of
the strip. Small, burning points of light that rdaether and farther away, and
then, tuck in their wheels and fade into the dbfiithe sky. Gone for who knows
how long. It distresses me to think that those spassengers may never return. |
suppose you're still getting to see a bit of myspeixctive after all, but from a
slightly different angle.

You know, | almost did write you a letter oncegraper letter, not just an
imagined one, when | was at Community and hadgissted working at the bagel
place in University City. After work | usually wehbme and crashed in front of
the TV alone, but some nights | hopped betweengsaat your old haunts in the
student housing units. A few years late, but nearronetheless, and it was the
closest | ever got to the vy League myself. Thrat @riting out the order slips
for party trays that needed to be delivered toestticheetings. | still had the best
penmanship, though, even when writing on the sideszalding paper cup.

| started talking to a grad student once at ortb@tmaller parties during
winter break. He was visiting a buddy of his at \Wba for the weekend.
Traveling up the east coast on his way back to Brdwold him | was a student
at Penn, because | thought it was what he wantbddg and he came back with
me to my apartment. We sat on my bed and drankewvbatregs | had left
stashed under the sink. We talked sleepily for daendbout meaningless things,
like our mutual admiration for the lost art of &tiwriting. | told him what | loved
about letters was that they were intentions youccbald in your hand. Tangible
evidence of transitory things. He flashed me aemner his Dixie cup full of
vodka when | said this.

Later that night, he played a podcast on my conmmfthis favorite
installment ofThis American Lifavhile he blew on the back of my neck. Convicts
read letters they had composed to the victims anetes they had harmed
through their crimes. | think they called them stmey like “Letters to the
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Outside World.” | remember focusing on the inmate#iection as they read
aloud. I tried to visualize their stories scribbtedloose leaf paper in front of
them as they confessed into the microphone. Prayadéogies broadcast on
National Public Radio. The words felt familiar, libe voices were just as foreign
as the breath of this stranger on my neck.

| didn’t try to stop him, though. Not until | hehthe message that | swore
was meant for us. The voice described violatinggirifriend’s eldest daughter in
ways | thought only we knew. Details only you arghére still, although you
may not realize how much | had heard, which of seuwas everything. | tried to
identify the voice, listening for the telltale payshe wheezy intake of breath. |
squinted at the pixels as they inched forward atbegime bar. | doubted that it
was him, and yet | felt like we were there agaiouYon one side of the wall with
him, and me on the other, biting so hard into g ks to pare the skin right off.

Then the grad student slipped his hand under neatshirt. One of yours.
| had almost forgotten that | wasn't alone. | nudiem off me and shut down the
computer. It didn't seem to faze him much, and ide’dbother to ask me what
was going on. He just kept quiet while | paced atbthe room, and ended up
falling asleep in my bed. | took an extra blankéhvwne to the couch and tried to
forget about the entire night, but | couldn’t. Sgrabbed a pen and a notepad and
locked myself in the bathroom to write you a letitmy own. | told you about
what upset me that night, and about what had bethee so many nights before.
That you had gone to exorcize all those terriblenmees, but in doing so, had
also exorcised me. | carried half your heart, pnasg it for you, and still do,
even if it's something you meant to leave behindg@od. | wrote everything |
had ever meant to say, and even some things Itdiinseven pages long, it was
the purest, least edited thing I've written in nfg.l And the handwriting was total
shit.

Of course, | never sent it. Then, as now, | hapge&mwnanent address for
you. You had no phone, no directory listing, no @iraccount. You mustn’t have
wanted to be found. | suppose you did discover yaantd without a past in that

regard. Even with the urgency of our shared histosill could not find you. It
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seemed hopeless in that moment, so | ripped theeehing into confetti and
flushed it down the toilet. Not having the strentfi heave myself up, | fell
asleep right there, curled up in a ball on the ttwatitm floor.

By the time | woke up the next morning, the guyoWtad crashed in my
bed was gone. He left a note on my desk thankingomthe drinks and the
accommodations and a couple pieces of fruit fronrefiygerator he had taken on
the road with him. He wrote that he would repaysomehow and would
certainly write to me once he got back home. Laitets, he promised
indulgently, in the style of our reminiscences frtma night before. | fancied
they'd be love letters, although | don’t know wirvathat botched evening |
thought would inspire him to do such a thing. I'mresit’s no surprise to you that
the letters never came. All | got a few weeks latas a vague postcard from
Providence with no return address.

But we've already been here for far too long. & wait any longer, you
will miss your flight back to Montreal. | won’t sapack home” though, because
it can’t be. How could you call a place home if yoeed a passport to get there? |
just wish there was something else here | coulerafbu. And that it could be
enough. | think about it for only a moment morentoon, | say, we’ll go now. |
know it’s time to give you up.

| start walking back to the car, my raw hands sdawéo the hollows
under my arms. | walk slowly to savor the scrape enackle of the uneven
cement and dry weeds beneath our feet. It soukelsdi many crumpled pieces of
paper. | dig into my pocket to retrieve my keyst Wwhen | stop, so do your
footsteps behind me. I turn around and call after, and ask you what you're
doing. You treat my words as you might my lettérscould ever get them to
you. You disregard. But | know I've been guiltytbht too. That's why | was
waiting for someone to send us a spectacle. That goar of a plane over our
heads, coming down, touching earth, as a show afir@gms for you. | wanted us
put our hands to the sky, open palmed, as it pasgathead. As if we could

actually stroke the belly of the beast and ludlatvn to rest.
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But none of this has happened. The sky refusepda ap and nothing
seems to come down. It’'s just trash under ourdadtthe buildings like a row of
incisors on the horizon. | realize now that | hdveemoved you from the
wasteland at all. I've just given you a differergw of it.

It should end there, my letter to you. | have nogheft to say. But
somehow, serendipitously, you pick up where | &fit You hook your fingers
back through the fence, more securely this timee foot steadied, then the other,
and you begin to climb. | panic because there’singtbut barbed wire to meet
you at the top. | call out, but you're neck andkedth the No Trespassing sign,
hell bent on pushing on. You go as far as the ntletahs will let you and then
you start shaking the fence. It rattles beneatiwisight of your body and | am
afraid I'll be the only one around to hear it cra€ksting gravity, you lean back
and begin to squall, your cries punctuated withingéd laughter.

| grab hold and begin to follow up after you. Thisty grating scrapes at
my hands as | leave the ground. | can feel mysedfy involuntarily, the wind
thrashing against us crueler than before. | ask ibag you, | cry for you to stop
and come back down. Enough. These warm tears\sorge than the cold.
Please.

| rub the burning out of my eyes and momentarigelony balance. |
shatch at the fence and pull myself flush against icompensate for the
undulation. Nerves shuddering, | glance over at Yamu hold my gaze firmly
and then, you smile, wordlessly. The most elogasatirance that ever passed

between two souls.
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